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   ABSTRACT 
This dissertation examines how three contemporary Mexican intellectuals 
confront the cultural milieu and political economy of the neoliberal era by revising the 
utopian imaginaries of Mexico’s major 20th century student movements. Building on 
recent scholarship on Mexican history and geography, urban studies, and political theory, 
I analyze the cities and politics that Mexican intellectuals have imagined to challenge the 
neoliberal cultural injunction against alternative forms of utopian thinking. The principal 
works studied in this dissertation are Roberto Bolaño’s novels Amuleto (1999), Los 
detectives salvajes (1998), and El espíritu de la ciencia-ficción (2016); Eduardo Ruiz 
Sosa’s novel Anatomía de la memoria (2014); and Alonso Ruizpalacios’ film Güeros 
(2014).  
The first chapter examines Roberto Bolaño’s treatments of the 1968 student 
movement and the Tlatelolco massacre within his broader Mexico City works. Bolaño 
uses metaphors derived from horror film to critique traditional historiographies of ’68 
 
viii 
that are colored by morbid fascination with the violence, while positing science fiction as 
a utopian method for rethinking the relationship between the past and the future. The 
second chapter analyzes how Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s novel Anatomía de la memoria 
conjures the specters of the 1970s student guerilla uprising in Sinaloa to shed light on the 
present struggles against the contemporary violence plaguing cities like Culiacán. I 
approach Ruiz Sosa’s novel as a study of the ruins of revolutionary Third Worldism 
which politicizes individual and collective processes of mourning and reaffirms a future 
open to possibilities beyond narco-neoliberal sovereignty. The third chapter unpacks the 
utopian resonances of Alonso Ruizpalacios’ film Güeros about the 1999-2000 National 
Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) student strike against the neoliberal effort to 
privatize higher education. I read the portrayal of the student occupation of the UNAM 
campus as an exploration of the dialectical utopian tensions between the needs for access 
to urban resources and poetic encounters with the unexpected in city life. By studying 
these intellectuals as critics of neoliberalism and as visual and textual philosophers of the 
utopian, my dissertation conceives of utopia as a strategy of finding potentialities within 
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According to the political economist Jerome Roos, the countries of the Global 
South were unable to suspend payments on their sovereign debt en masse during the 
economic crises of the 1980s –  as they had during the Great Depression – because of a 
novel historical phenomenon: the “structural power of finance” (Why Not Default?). 
Aided by advances in communication technologies and their allies at the IMF, World 
Bank, and US Treasury, financial institutions radically reshaped power relations between 
private creditors and sovereign debtors. These new dynamics had especially acute 
ramifications for Mexico. Mexico’s deep economic crisis of the late 1970s and early 
1980s was the spark that lit the tinderbox of the Third World debt crisis. If, in the 1970s, 
Pinochet’s Chile had become an “early laboratory” for a new paradigm of crisis fighting 
known as ‘structural adjustment,’ Mexico was the clinical trial (Djelic and Mousavi 
262).1   
In August 1982, amid soaring global interest rates and cratering oil prices, Mexico 
nearly defaulted on its sovereign debt. The ensuing economic fallout lasted into the 
                                                          
1 By the time economist John Williamson summarized the policy tools which would become 
known as the ‘Washington Consensus,’ the blind spots of the structural adjustment doctrine were 
already visible. Williamson opens his piece with the domineering assertion that debtor nations 
must “’[submit] to strong conditionality’” for any debt relief (“What Washington Means by 
Policy Reform”). No consideration is given as to why private creditors should receive state and 
international assistance to avoid losses on bad loans. Williamson also admits his policies will 
have uneven distributional consequences. His recommendations are not based on a “weighting of 
the interest of the constituent classes identical to that of the ruling elite” (“What Washington”). In 
a 2004 retrospective on the outcomes of structural adjustment, Williamson concedes the 
underperformance of Latin America since the 1980s and issues a mea culpa for his lack of 
attention to the issue of income distribution (“Strange History”). 
2 
 
1990s, and during this ‘lost decade’ living standards fell more precipitously than during 
the Great Depression (Roos 126). The policy response to the crisis was also 
unprecedented. Mexico’s foreign creditors, their representatives at international financial 
institutions, and technocrats from the ascendant finance-friendly wing of the governing 
Partido Revolutionario Internacional (PRI) rolled out reforms that transformed Mexico’s 
political economy. As negotiators blueprinted these policies, they drew from a newly 
influential doctrine of economic governance known as neoliberalism. 
In addition to the revolution in political economy, the global turn to neoliberalism 
ushered in profound changes in the field of culture. One of the most marked cultural 
shifts of this period was the decline in utopian thinking. The brutal suppression and 
exhaustion of revolutionary movements in the so-called Third World and the collapse of 
communism in the Second lent credence to Margaret Thatcher’s infamous 
pronouncement that ‘there is no alternative’ to the global market revolution. More than 
just a claim about the absolute necessity of dismantling welfare states, in the cultural 
realm Thatcher’s words encapsulate an injunction against the very imagining of 
alternative worlds. Mexican cultural critic Carlos Monsiváis describes the new ethos 
bluntly: “La invitación a dejar de soñar es categórica” (“Los milenarismos” 172). 
Disconnected from political power and the revolutionary cultural imaginaries of the 
twentieth century, intellectuals, artists, political actors, and people around the world 
experienced a deep sense of disillusionment as they witnessed the dissipation of 
emancipatory causes. The discrediting of utopian thinking and the apparent lack of viable 
alternative political economies were generative of an aesthetic and ideological paradigm 
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Mark Fisher calls “capitalist realism,” defined by the absence of hope for the future 
(Capitalist Realism).  
Yet critical considerations of the concept of utopia provide reasons to be skeptical 
of the idea that the neoliberal order is the culmination of the human experiment with 
different political and economic orders. If we strip the term ‘utopia’ of its normative 
baggage, what remains is simply the call to world building. Rather than adhere to a 
binary conception of utopia as the perfect world in opposition to the catastrophic world of 
dystopia, thinking about utopia in the non-normative, active sense of world building 
allows for deeper reflection on the specific content of the historical processes and human 
geographies imagined by utopian thinkers. This conception of utopia also allows for 
closer consideration of the fluctuating political strategies utopians deploy to implement 
their visions. At its core, neoliberalism is a historical project of world building. By 
imagining a tiered world of interlocking legal institutions, the neoliberals did more than 
just envision a strategy for subjecting nations and individuals to market discipline. They 
projected a new geography onto the world through institutions like NAFTA and the 
WTO. This geography helped codify a political and economic regime that reconfigures 
the expression of human freedom and political participation as the revealed market 
preferences of individuals, firms, and states facing tremendous balance sheet constraints. 
These ideas form the utopian chassis of the neoliberal revolution, a revolution that has 
redrawn our economic relations and our maps of the globe. As such, this dissertation 
begins with an understanding of neoliberalism as a form of utopianism: a cultural, 
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political, social and economic framework of imagined and actual world building through 
time and space.  
The luminaries of the neoliberal movement shared the conviction that there was 
an urgent need to restructure the world according to market principles. Although the 
neoliberals rose to positions of influence in the 1970s, theirs was not the only utopian 
imaginary vying for power in this era. In order to more fully analyze the utopian 
dimensions of the neoliberal project, it is essential to examine its utopianism in relation to 
the alternative utopian movements which also rose to prominence around the critical 
juncture of the 1970s. Impelled in part by a new and explosive global counterculture, a 
wave of political movements led by students and young people broke out in 1968. From 
Paris, to Prague, to Mexico City, these movements demanded nothing short of a new 
world. The 1968 Mexican student-popular movement, whose suppression during the 
Tlatelolco massacre represented a brutal extinguishment of utopian energy, has since 
become a cultural touchstone for students and political actors in Mexico, and around the 
globe. Given its early and extensive experiment with neoliberal world building, and the 
enduring legacies of its utopian student movements, Mexico provides a critically 
important context for analyzing the contemporary fate of utopia in the neoliberal era.   
This dissertation explores the ways in which three intellectuals whose work 
focuses on Mexico – writers Roberto Bolaño, Eduardo Ruiz Sosa, and filmmaker Alonso 
Ruizpalacios – confront the political economy of the neoliberal era by revising the 
utopian imaginaries of Mexico’s major 20th- century student movements. These 
movements include the 1968 student-popular movement, as well as less-studied 
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mobilizations such as the 1970s Enfermo guerrilla movement in Culiacán, and the 1999-
2000 student strike at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México. Although 
neoliberalism is a contested term and is understood in diverse ways, this dissertation 
emphasizes the utopian dimensions of the neoliberal project by playing with a dual sense 
of utopia as, on the one hand, a set of idealized historical processes, and on the other, as a 
projection of imagined geography. The student movements addressed in this dissertation 
represent important mobilizations of Mexican civil society, and complex archives of 
utopian thought, which the intellectuals I study mined for ideas and images of the past in 
order to illuminate contemporary circumstances. The main texts I analyze are Roberto 
Bolaño’s ‘Mexico City’ novels Los detectives salvajes (1998), Amuleto (1999), and El 
espíritu de la ciencia-ficción (2016), Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s novel Anatomía de la memoria 
(2014), and Alonso Ruizpalacios’ film Güeros (2014). Placing these works into dialogue 
with a broader array of Mexican cultural production, research in political theory, Mexican 
history, economics, and urban studies, I explore the geographical and historical 
transformations of the neoliberal era, diverse critiques of the utopian roots of these 
transformations, and the cities and democratic polities which Mexican intellectuals have 
imagined as alternatives. By studying these intellectuals as creators of fiction, critics of 
neoliberalism, commenters on Mexican history and geography, and as visual and textual 
philosophers of the utopian, this dissertation examines utopia as a multifaceted modality 
within and beyond Mexico. Throughout the chapters, utopia is understood as a critical 
interplay between imagined and actual practices of world building, nourished by a 
multiplicity of ideologies, cultures, politics, and economic concerns. Utopia is thus also 
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understood as a force that reconfigures the social production of time and space; it is a 
simultaneously textual and visual cultural modality; it is a critical lens for rethinking 
Mexico’s uneven experience in the era of neoliberal globalization; a strategy of finding 
potentialities and contingencies within historical narratives of progress; a methodology 
for bridging disciplinary gaps among history, political economy, and cultural studies; and 
a technique of restoring a sense of possibility to contemporary political landscapes. The 
common threads which emerge through this study offer a vivid cross-section of Mexican 
utopianism during an inflection point in Mexican political and economic history: the 
decline of one party rule and the adoption of a neoliberal economic model. Before 
delving into an overview of the chapters, it is necessary to make a contextual detour 
through the history and social impact of Mexico’s neoliberal experiment.  
Mexico’s Economy under Neoliberalism  
Mexico’s leaders certainly cannot be criticized for a lack of enthusiasm in their 
efforts to implement far-reaching neoliberal reforms since the 1980s. These reforms have 
included the removal of protectionist tariffs and participation in multilateral trade 
agreements, the privatization of formerly state-run enterprises, and the opening of the 
economy to foreign investment. Yet despite the multi-decade project of liberalizing the 
economy, ordinary Mexicans have not yet experienced the rise in living standards 
promised by the market evangelists. In their assessment of neoliberal revolution in 
Mexico, Stephen Haber, et al., concede the shortcomings of these reforms: “Although 
Mexico is now open to foreign trade and investment, and exports have boomed, these 
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changes have not yet produced rapid, sustained economic growth” (2).2 In light of this 
concession, it is important to assess Mexico’s neoliberal experiment on the terms of its 
proponents: the performance of the economy. Between 1986 and 2005, Mexico’s 
economy grew 54% slower than it did between 1950 and 1980, and 38% slower than 
other national economies with similar GDP per capita (Haber et al. 2). The consequences 
of sluggish growth have been borne disproportionately by Mexican workers, whose share 
of national income fell by 34% between 1982 and 2009. At the same time, the purchasing 
power of the wages average Mexicans did earn was eroded significantly (Marois 324). 
While in theory Mexico’s reforms were designed to makes exports more competitive, the 
overzealous push for simultaneous trade and capital account liberalization hampered 
overall growth. Relatively low-wage sectors like maquila manufacturing benefitted the 
most from trade liberalization, leading to a decline in labor’s overall wage share, and 
insufficient demand to drive broader growth through domestic consumption. In the 
1990s, capital account liberalization led to speculative foreign investment and an 
overvalued peso, undermining the competitiveness of Mexico’s exports just at the 
moment when Mexican firms faced new international competition (López). Among other 
consequences of capital account liberalization were investors’ “hot money” capital flows 
into and out of Mexico. The volatility of these capital flows resulted in the pejoratively-
named ‘Tequila’ crisis and financial contagion throughout Latin America between 1994-
                                                          
2 Although Haber, et al., emphasize the need to deepen the neoliberal revolution through 
institutional measures designed to strengthen property rights and the rule of law, Thomas Marois 
persuasively criticizes this position as failing to account for the class composition of the 
neoliberal state, and the state’s activist efforts to facilitate capital accumulation on behalf of its 
wealthiest constituencies (“Historical Precedents”).  
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1995. This wave of investor panic led Mark Blyth to conclude that what neoliberal 
policies “generated instead of growth were large financial crises … the 1990s 
compounded the losses of the debt crisis decade of the 1980s” (Austerity 120). At a 
macro level, neoliberalism in the Global South also generated a large net flow of 
financial tribute back to the richest countries in the world. For this reason, Roos 
understands the material consequences of neoliberalism as an optimization of previous 
colonial practices: “What even gunboat diplomacy and outright invasion could never 
fully accomplish in the nineteenth century, the IMF now seemingly managed to do – 
systematically and on a global scale – without any of the associated saber-rattling” (145-
46). As the negative economic evidence has mounted, the International Monetary Fund 
published a 2016 report called “Neoliberalism: Oversold?” in which IMF economists 
admitted that “inequality engendered by financial openness and austerity might itself 
undercut growth, the very thing that the neoliberal agenda is intent on boosting” (Ostrey 
et al. 41). This about face is nothing short of stunning.  
In light of this evidence, it seems fair to claim that the performance of Mexico’s 
economy exposes the shaky foundations of neoliberal belief in global market forces as a 
panacea for economic malaise. But it is important to recall that the conditions in which 
neoliberal policies were framed as an economic imperative were the product of multiple 
contingencies in Mexican history. Sarah Babb describes how the failure to implement 
progressive tax reform led to the inflationary “credit-financed populism” of the 
Echeverría and López Portillo governments of the 1970s (2). These regimes attempted to 
use domestic spending as a way of pacifying social unrest related to the student 
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movement, guerrilla insurgencies, and demands from other civil society groups (Babb 
111-12). The private, multinational banks that made these loans to Mexico recycled 
petrodollars earned by OPEC nations into sovereign debt instruments with flexible rates. 
When US interest rates spiked to 20% following the ‘Volcker Shock’ of 1979-1980, 
Mexico suddenly found itself responsible for enormous debt-servicing payments 
denominated in a foreign currency, just as the country was suffering from devastating 
capital flight, a nosediving peso, and a crippling recession (Roos 128). In response to the 
crisis, Mexico’s foreign creditors formed a coordinated cartel, the IMF and World Bank 
assumed new global roles as reform activists and compliance enforcers, and liberal 
technocrats ascended to the helm of the ruling PRI. These developments set the stage for 
the wholesale transformation of Mexico’s political economy (Roos 126-27). The PRI 
technocrats largely rose to power through the networks of Mexico’s economics 
profession which linked the Insitituto Tecnológico Autónomo de México with US 
graduate programs and powerful public finance ministries such as Mexico’s central bank 
(Babb). Although there were internal debates among these technocrats regarding the 
degree and speed of Mexico’s trade and financial liberalization, an enthusiastic 
“vanguard” of neoliberal reformers outmaneuvered the populists, socialists, and moderate 
liberals, and pursued drastic policy reforms in two phases (Babb 175). The first phase 
lasted roughly from 1982 until 1988, and entailed the structural adjustment policies of 
public austerity. The second, more radical phase of 1988-1994 involved the privatization 
of state-run enterprises and communal ejido landholdings, as well as institutional reforms 
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which culminated in capital account liberalization and Mexico’s ratification of the North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) (Babb 172-73).  
Beyond the poor economic performance these policies generated, they also 
unleashed widespread social upheaval. During the first phase of neoliberalization, 
average Mexican standards of living plummeted due to a decline in real wages and public 
spending on social services, both of which contributed to a crime wave in Mexico City 
(Harvey, Brief History 100). Dag McLeod contends that Mexico’s privatization schemes 
were frequently a pretext for the State to discipline labor by suppressing potential union 
agitation and extracting concessions in contract negotiations (Downsizing the State). 
Mexico’s crisis-fighting measures of bank nationalization, bailouts, and foreign reserve 
accumulation forced its citizens to assume the financial risks for capital by absorbing 
capital’s toxic assets and opportunity costs on public balance sheets. Private sector red 
ink and public debt were and are increasingly financed in Mexico via austerity and 
regressive value-added taxes, constituting a wealth transfer from the poorest to the richest 
Mexicans (Marois). As a consequence, Mexico continues to register levels of inequality 
which rank among the highest in the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). Alyshia Gálvez argues that NAFTA exposed campesinos to 
devastating competition with subsidized US agricultural behemoths at the very moment 
their own subsidies were dismantled. The unequal terms of putatively free trade upended 
longstanding ways of life in the Mexican countryside, leading to waves of migration and 
threats to Mexico’s traditional foodways (Eating NAFTA). Given these rural dislocations, 
it is perhaps unsurprising that after the neo-Zapatista rebellion broke out as a repudiation 
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of NAFTA in January 1994, Subcomandante Marcos described neoliberal policies as the 
advent of “a Fourth World War” waged against indigenous Mexicans and vulnerable 
peoples everywhere (“Seven Loose Pieces” 259). Voluminous increases in trade between 
the US and Mexico in the wake of NAFTA have provided ample opportunities for gun 
runners in the US to smuggle weapons to Mexican Drug Trafficking Organizations 
(DTOs), who in turn supply narcotics multi-billion dollar markets in the USA. Thus 
NAFTA’s reduction in tariff friction has exacerbated the internecine violence among 
DTOs, and violent clashes between the Mexican military and the cartels, with disastrous 
spillover effects for the hundreds of thousands of people who have lost their lives in these 
conflicts and their families (McKibben and Escribano). 
Neoliberal Utopianism 
The deleterious social effects of neoliberal reform and the underperformance of 
the Mexican economy undercut the assurances made by neoliberal reformers that these 
policies would catapult Mexico into a new era of prosperity. Yet in order to understand 
Mexico as a critical window into the cultural, social, and economic effects of 
neoliberalism more deeply, we must ask how Mexico’s experience reflects the particulars 
of the neoliberal worldview. What philosophies of the optimal society did the neoliberals 
propose? And how does critical reconsideration of neoliberal world building revitalize 
the cultural and political impact of the concept of utopia in an era partially defined by the 
negation of alternative utopias? This dissertation moves beyond other scholarship on the 
effects of neoliberal ideas and policy in Mexico by theorizing neoliberalism as a form of 
utopia. The non-normative conception of utopia as a combined theoretical and political 
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practice of world-building is crucial for approaching neoliberalism’s alterations of time 
and space. This same conceptualization of utopia also helps us understand why one of the 
hallmarks of culture in the neoliberal era has been the decay of alternative modes of 
utopian thinking.  
The original intellectuals who self-identified as neoliberals clustered around the 
Mont Pelerin Society to debate and advocate for an overhaul of classical liberal political 
economy. This latter paradigm had been discredited by the Great Depression and the 
construction of Keynesian welfare states within the Bretton Woods international financial 
system of Postwar ‘embedded liberalism’ (Blyth, Great Transformations). Neoliberalism 
emerged as a set of responses to the varied forms of the welfare state, which the 
neoliberals believed set nations on an ineluctable march toward fascist or communist 
totalitarianisms. In order to stave off this inevitability, while acknowledging the problems 
of the classical liberal order, neoliberal intellectuals designed a sophisticated suite of 
political and economic architecture they hoped would reshape the world.  
Debates over the precise foundations and the unforeseen implications of 
neoliberalism span multiple disciplines. Nonetheless, there is some agreement on the 
general preoccupations, trends, and trajectories of neoliberal ideas and practices. William 
Callison and Zachary Manfredi make a persuasive case for understanding neoliberalism 
as a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing “an intellectual and political project, a 
program of economic governance, a form of normative reason, and an order of material 
production” (“Theorizing Mutant Neoliberalism” 2). What binds the diverse schools of 
neoliberal thought and practice are their shared beliefs in the price system as a 
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mechanism through which human freedom emerges, and their commitment to the 
construction of an activist state whose mission is to cement global market governance 
through the antidemocratic institutionalization of economic rules (Callison and Manfredi, 
“Theorizing Mutant Neoliberalism” 6-7). These core beliefs inform different scholarly 
approaches to studying neoliberalism. Some scholars focus on the historical emergence of 
neoliberal political economy. Others analyze new subjectivities instantiated through the 
web of neoliberal-inflected social relations. A large body of research exists on the unique 
cultural forms of – and resistance to – neoliberalism. This dissertation adduces insights 
from scholars, artists, and intellectuals who analyze neoliberalism at the intersection of 
these perspectives. Wendy Brown’s instructive work on how the neoliberal 
‘economization’ of previously political or social categories has informed my 
understanding of the emergence of novel neoliberal political subjectivities which erode 
the basis of democracy and collective action (Undoing the Demos). David Harvey’s 
argument that neoliberalism braids an economic project of ‘accumulation by 
dispossession’ with a political project of the restoration of the capitalist class’s political 
power has deeply influenced my thinking on the uneven spatial and distributional 
consequences of neoliberalism (Brief History). I also draw heavily from Quinn 
Slobodian’s analysis of neoliberalism as a global project of ‘encasing’ market institutions 
against democratic demands for redistribution from newly enfranchised mass citizenries 
and decolonized nations (Globalists).3  
                                                          
3 Other recent trends in scholarship on neoliberalism focuses on the flexibility and fluctuations of 
neoliberal ideas and policy. In her latest book, Wendy Brown discusses neoliberalism’s 
“transmogrification” to accommodate the ressentiment and reactionary passion of those holding 
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Recent scholarship on neoliberalism in the context of Mexico has also been 
foundational for this dissertation. María Eugenia Romero Sotelo has helped me 
contextualize the advent of neoliberal projects in Mexico as a reactionary form of class 
politics enacted by “a sector of the country’s economic elite whose goal was to create an 
alternative project to what has been termed economic nationalism, the program which 
emerged after the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and was consolidated by the economic 
and social reforms driven by president Lázaro Cárdenas (1934-1940)” (my trans.; 10). I 
have leaned on Ignacio Sánchez Prado’s examination of how neoliberal austerity 
disrupted the audiences, content, and aesthetics of Mexican film to construct my 
arguments about the role of archives of visual culture and visual perception in anti-
neoliberal thought, and in the expression of alternative utopianisms (Screening 
Neoliberalism). Sayak Valencia’s concept of ‘gore capitalism’ as an ultraviolent form of 
wealth accumulation that mutated out of neoliberalism in Mexico and other border zones 
has been an essential construct as I analyzed the politicized forms of mourning the dead 
and the utopian potentiality of the cemetery (Capitalismo gore). Irmgard Emmelhainz’s 
elucidation of how neoliberal ideology has morphed into a hegemonic form of common 
sense in Mexico, altering the production of urban space and political culture, was 
indispensable as I formulated my ideas on how to reclaim urban space an anti-neoliberal, 
                                                          
national, gender, and racial identities perceived to be under threat from supposedly undesirable 
Others (In the Ruins 85). Callison and Manfredi frame their edited collection with the 
understanding that neoliberalism is undergoing multiple mutations in response to the 
socioeconomic dislocations brought about by supranational governance and the untrammeled 
power of global finance capital (Mutant Neoliberalism). For their part, Plehwe, et al., contemplate 
a neoliberalism seemingly endowed with ‘nine lives,’ whose dexterous ability to avoid its own 
undoing has become a defining feature (Nine Lives).  
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utopian practice (La tiranía del sentido común). The examples of Mexican literary and 
visual culture I study in this dissertation complement these previous theoretical studies of 
neoliberalism, but not necessarily as representations of the damages arising from 
neoliberal policies. These intellectuals interrogate the fallacies, blind spots, and 
antidemocratic nature of neoliberal utopianism, and propose alternative utopian 
modalities to redemocratize relationships between Mexican citizens, their histories, and 
the spaces they inhabit.   
One of the paradoxical cultural features of neoliberal triumphalism in the wake of 
the Reagan, Thatcher, Pinochet, and technocratic-PRI revolutions has been a vociferous 
disavowal of all forms of utopian thinking. This position was most famously articulated 
by Francis Fukuyama, and he termed this period “The End of History” as a way of 
insisting that the historical period of utopian experimentation had rightfully concluded 
with the acceptance that liberal, capitalist democracy was the ultimate form of political 
economy (Fukuyama, “The End of History?”). Furthermore, Fukuyama argued that, as 
liberalism conquered hearts and minds around the world, the End of History would be 
indelibly marked by shifts in the cultural sphere away from creation and toward curation: 
“In the post-historical period there will be neither art nor philosophy, just the perpetual 
caretaking of the museum of human history” (“The End of History?” 18).4 It was no 
                                                          
4 Twenty years later, Fukuyama tempered some of the exuberance of his original thesis in an 
interview in New Perspectives Quarterly, although he does insist his central claim “– that liberal 
democracy is the final form of government – is still basically right” (“The ‘end of history’ 20 
years later” 31). Yet in a reversal of his previous argument that the widespread currency of liberal 
democracy in its ideal, if not material form, is evidence of its status as the ultimate form of 
political economy, Fukuyama asserts that he is still largely correct because “no other system of 
governance has emerged in the last 20 years that challenges this” status (31). By moving the 
goalposts to the material realm, Fukuyama is then able to admit that forces unleashed by liberal 
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longer necessary to spend time imagining alternative worlds or ways of being. Not only 
had all viable political and economic alternatives collapsed, but the sense of the new 
liberal state as a historical apotheosis was further underscored as only its cultural 
remedies of personal responsibility, achieved by dismantling of the welfare state, seemed 
to resolve the expectations of steep inflation that fueled the economic crises of the 1970s 
and 80s. However, it is precisely because of the ubiquitous claims that neoliberalism was 
a necessity and an inevitability that students of history should be so suspicious of its 
utopian pretensions, explicit and implicit. But our suspicions are not due to a sense that 
neoliberalism’s historical failures reinforce the inherently catastrophic nature of utopia. 
Rather, they stem from the understanding that any claims to the mantle of historical 
apotheosis reek of a desperation to shut the door on alternative modes of world building. 
Monsiváis is attuned to neoliberalism’s double-movement of projecting its utopia and 
discrediting others in the Mexican context:  
el neoliberalismo … pretende inspirar un sueño multitudinario que imagina 
territorios y personas libres del estigma del subdesarrollo. … Además de su 
connotación específica, el mercado libre se ostenta como la ideología soberana, la 
operación que hace de todo lo vivido capítulos de prehistoria, y deposita el 
sentido de lo real en los vínculos entre producción y consumo. En operación 
complementaria, el neoliberalismo promueve la mala fama de las utopías (y el 
término mismo utopía, ya identificado en el mejor de los casos con la science-
fiction). (“Los milenarismos” 170)  
 
Neoliberalism casts Mexico’s history prior to the 1980s as atavistic, premodern days, and 
repositions Mexico in the nascent world order as an emerging market poised to exploit 
certain competitive advantages. In doing so, neoliberalism proposes a utopia of markets 
                                                          
democracy do, in fact, pose novel philosophical and cultural questions to our value systems, 
beyond the question of what to exhibit in humanity’s supposedly universal museum. 
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and consumption while simultaneously denying legitimacy to other modes of utopian 
world building. Unearthing the contingent roots of the utopian neoliberal project is the 
first step toward reclaiming the openness of history. Indeed, for historians Stefan Eich 
and Adam Tooze, traditional histories of the neoliberal revolution in response to the 
economic crises of the 1970s, that “crucial turning point in modernity,” have been 
defined by the very foreclosure of alternative possibilities (173): 
a new history of the struggle over inflation of the 1970s, would, by contrast, seek 
to disarm this rhetoric of emergency and necessity. What we must insist upon is 
that under conditions of a fiat money regime, the choice of deflation or inflation is 
open. The problem is not that of a lethal and urgent menace to the common good. 
It is that of a political choice with distributional consequences. The historical 
question is how that openness became foreclosed and how the history of that 
closure has been told. Depicting the history of the 1970s as a choice between a 
populist and delusionary »sell out« to inflation, and the virtue and realism of 
disinflation, is the beginning of that closure. (185) 
 
In order to remember that alternative worlds were – are – possible, we must first recall 
that the blueprints for the supranational and undemocratic institutions which codify the 
global regime of capital such as the WTO and NAFTA were once the dreams of 
intellectuals like Friedrich Hayek and James Buchanan fantasizing about a new world 
order. The widespread implementation of their ideas was a contingent historical 
development, not a teleological certitude. The selection of cultural production I study 
demonstrates that despite Mexico’s deep transformation through neoliberal utopian 
practices, thinking through alternative utopianisms is a vibrant source of creative 
resistance to the foreclosure of history, and a method of revitalizing a sense of possibility 
for the future. 
18 
 
Mexican Utopianism  
This dissertation attempts to reopen the history of neoliberalism by examining the 
varied utopianisms which Mexican intellectuals have deployed to question the material 
and ideological parameters of their political economy. As such, an overview of the rich 
tradition of Mexican utopianism – and of Mexico’s recurrent figuration in global utopian 
imaginaries – is warranted. In his analysis of the trajectory of utopia in the Spanish-
speaking world both as a term and a concept, Juan Pro identifies Mexico as the site of 
two key events: the first attempted translation of Thomas More’s Utopia into Spanish, 
and the first Spanish-language usage of the term “utopia” in lowercase to describe a 
concept unbound from a reference to More’s text (15-19). Fredric Jameson notes the 
essentially utopian thrust of the role “that the institution of the traditional common lands 
– [such as] the ejido in Mexico – played in nineteenth-century utopian thinking” (27). 
Ana Sabau detects traces of the utopian in the widespread practice of spiritualism in 19th-
century Mexico (201). While debates continue as to whether Mexico’s 1917 Constitution 
drafted at the end of Mexican revolution has even been adequately implemented, “[t]his 
bold piece of legislation … broke away from the liberal constitutions of the past” and is 
regarded as the first constitution in the world to enshrine social rights (Ramos 607). The 
utopian aspirations of this constitution are plain in its elevation of the public interest over 
property rights with respect to land and resources (Haber et al. 24). Monsiváis views the 
1917 constitution as a utopian text in which “se entrecruzan lo posible y lo deseable, lo 
ya conquistado y lo por avanzar” (“Los milenarismos” 169). The utopian spirit inked onto 
this document is but one manifestation of the panoply of 19th and 20th century Mexican 
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utopianisms spanning the entire spectrum of left and right political ideologies, religious 
affiliations, and revolutionary programs. What links the cult Santa de Cabora cult, the 
Cristero and Sinarquista movements, the radical peasant communisms of the Zapata and 
Villa revolutionary bands, the formation of the Mexican Communist Party, the 1968 
student-popular movement, the rise of the neoliberal technocrats, the waves of displaced 
migrants hoping for a better life in cities and in the United States, and the neo-Zapatista 
rebellion in Chiapas is that, at their marrow, each of these historical movements was 
guided by a utopian orientation (Monsiváis “Los milenarismos”). For Monsiváis, in 
Mexican cultural and political contexts the utopian is most fully apprehended not as a 
particular type of program, but as “la voluntad de crear … imágenes de la realidad 
distinta”; “la articulación de un lenguaje” to ask “¿qué posibilidades escapan hoy a la 
realidad?”; “la proyección del hoy sobre el futuro”; and “la distribución equitativa del 
derecho a la esperanza” (“Los milenarismos” 174, 174, 176, 176).  
Yet, like our earlier catalogue of the deep marks left by the neoliberal project on 
Mexico’s recent history, this list highlights just some of the ways in which Mexican 
political and intellectual life has been shaped by diverse utopian traditions. One principal 
aim of this dissertation is to examine more recent examples of Mexico’s diverse utopian 
traditions. By focusing on contemporary Mexican cultural production across different 
media, it is possible to trace the contours of new modalities of utopian thinking that not 
only directly challenge the dogmas of the status quo, but also offer glimpses of new, 
radically democratic ways of reconceiving time and space. In doing so, I draw from 
Walter Benjamin’s thinking on the messianic potential of dialectical images of history, 
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and David Harvey’s spatial theories of dialectical utopianism, to develop my arguments 
on counter-utopian practices which rethink hegemonic discourses of history and 
geography (Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History”; Harvey, Spaces of Hope). 
This dissertation also builds on Ernst Bloch’s concept of the “not-yet” as a vector of the 
utopian impulse throughout history by exploring the metaphysics of potentiality and 
contingency in a diverse range of future-oriented cultural practices (The Spirit of Utopia, 
The Principle of Hope). Ruth Levitas’ theory of utopia as a speculative sociological 
method, Susan Buck-Morss’ study of the lingering dream images of faded utopias, and 
Fredric Jameson’s formalist analysis of the utopian genre have been important sources as 
I fleshed out my ideas on utopia as practices of imagined and actual world building that 
excavate the past and gaze into the future (Utopia as Method; Dreamworld and 
Catastrophe; Archaeologies of the Future). The texts and films studied in this dissertation 
as hermeneutic vehicles for analyzing the potential emergence of utopias – between the 
past and the present, between the local and the global – dialogue with many of the 
concerns of these critics. At the same time, the ways in which these texts explore 
Mexico’s student movements as indices of failed 20th century utopias, and consider the 
possibility of overhauling their democratic spatial and historical imaginaries, cast a novel 
light on the question of revitalizing utopia from the Global South in the era in which 





 The first chapter studies Bolaño’s treatment of the 1968 student-popular 
movement in his novel Amuleto (1999) in the context of his broader Mexico City 
imaginary found in Los detectives salvajes (1998) and El espíritu de la ciencia ficción 
(2016). Through repeated invocations of the tropes of horror film, Bolaño frames the 
1968 student movement and the catastrophic state violence used to suppress it as 
historical phenomena which have fallen victim to an interpretative tendency I call the 
morbid historical gaze. Fundamentally a problem of visual historiography, I theorize the 
morbid historical gaze as a paradigm of seeing historical horror as the product of an 
ineffable, transhistorical force of evil that complements mythological views of progress 
as compensation for horror and suffering. A careful reading of Bolaño’s work, however, 
also reveals persistent use of the tropes of science fiction films to posit an alternative 
mode of seeing history which questions hegemonic interpretative frames. By using the 
visual and textual strategies of science fiction and time travel, Bolaño links the utopian 
imaginary of the student-popular movement to the utopianisms of the nineteent-century 
Paris Communards, the Mexican Estridentista avant-garde movement, and the 1970s 
Mexican counterculture. Ultimately, I conclude that Bolaño revisits the spatial and 
temporal relations of these diverse utopian movements as a way of developing his own 
form of utopian pessimism. It is this mode of thought which allows Bolaño to reassert the 
creative project of the utopian despite the failures of the past, not through the negation of 
these failures, but through a refusal to accept the totalizing claims of neoliberal teleology.    
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My second chapter considers Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s Anatomía de la memoria 
(2014) as a text which conjures up the specters of the guerilla uprising of university 
students in Sinaloa in the 1970s to shed light on the present struggles against the violence 
of Mexico’s so-called “Drug War” plaguing cities such as Culiacán. I approach Ruiz 
Sosa’s novel as a study of the ruins of revolutionary Third Worldism that attempts to 
resurrect the rebellious spirit of the student-guerrillas while leaving behind their violent 
tactics. Reading Ruiz Sosa’s novel alongside Natalia Almada’s documentary El velador 
(2011) and Juan Rulfo’s novel Pédro Páramo (1955) highlights how Ruiz Sosa’s text 
invokes the homologous figures of the body and the ghost, and the city of ruin and the 
cemetery, to problematize governance strategies rooted in the violent accumulation of 
capital and the foreclosure of democracy. I argue Ruiz Sosa’s characters display a 
particular method of seeing ruins which involves both visual and non-visual strategies for 
perceiving and rewriting utopian potential within histories of destruction and spaces of 
ruin. Ruiz Sosa reclaims the ruin from its status a reified figure of collapse by imagining 
the ruination of space as a process analogous to the relationship between memory and 
history. While undeniably destructive and shaped by historical and geographic forces, 
ruination also endows public spaces with collective memory. This method of visualizing 
ruins allows Ruiz Sosa to critique the reified utopian imaginaries of the 1970s Third 
World guerrillas and their overzealous convictions regarding the righteousness of 
revolutionary violence. At the same time, Ruiz Sosa criticizes the hopelessness that 
suffuses an era of resignation to a ‘gore capitalist’ political economy. By resisting the 
dichotomous impulses to worship or restore spatial ruins, and the dual temptations of 
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either resigning to grief or trying to resurrect the dead, Ruiz Sosa’s novel politicizes 
individual and collective processes of mourning the deceased and alternative cities which 
never came to be, reaffirming a collective openness of the future beyond narco-neoliberal 
sovereignty.  
My third chapter unpacks the utopian resonances of Alonso Ruizpalacios’ 2014 
film Güeros about the 1999-2000 National Autonomous University of Mexico (UNAM) 
student strike against the neoliberal effort to privatize higher education. Ruizpalacios’ 
film hinges on the contrast between his portrayal of the student occupation of the UNAM 
campus, and the protagonists’ abandonment of the strike to search Mexico City for an 
aging rock star. In my reading, this juxtaposition allows Ruizpalacios to explore the 
dialectical tensions between utopian projects modeled on the spatial occupation of the 
commune, and the utopian impulse toward the free movement and encounters with the 
unexpected in Mexico City. By depicting his protagonists as deeply ambivalent toward 
the dichotomies of movement and stasis, Ruizpalacios portrays his characters as 
contemporary Bartlebys who refuse to submit to both the neoliberal restructuring of the 
space of Mexico City, and to the overdetermined historical narratives which fashion the 
’99 strikers as the natural heirs to the 1968 student-popular movement. The main 
characters’ refusal to accept the extant spatial or temporal relations of their world lead 
them to an exploration of the deeper utopian task of reimagining their historical relation 
to cultural movements which had been co-opted by the Mexican State or commercialized 
through the culture industries. The film also interrogates the social dynamics of the 
purportedly radical-democratic utopian model of the UNAM commune, and the 
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purportedly consumerist utopia of the neoliberal megalopolis. By enacting a visual 
critique of these models of the (cosmo)polis, Ruizpalacios posits the dialectical 
interrelation between the utopian necessities of a political economy that provides for all 
citizens’ basic material needs, and the human need for creative and spiritual fulfilment. 
To avoid the trap of asserting either the primacy of the need for poetic movement through 
the city, or the primacy of the need for political access to resources within a given 
territory, Ruizpalacios asserts the necessary and intertwined nature of the need for both 
poetic and political aspects of movement and stasis. This dialectic forms the basis of 
Ruizpalacios’ restoration of utopian potential within the history of Mexico’s student 
movements and to the space of Mexico City.  
The overarching theme of Mexico’s student movements allows me to make 
connections between different eras of the 20th century and different aspects of Mexican 
cities. Moreover, the focus on student movements is conducive to an examination of the 
utopian underpinnings of the university, itself as a pseudo-polis and an educational 
institution. Lastly, an analysis of the key forms and genres at play in these works – the 
oral history, the road trip – disclose formal relationships across the work of these 
intellectuals and their interventions in Mexico’s utopian traditions. Through the dialogue 
I generate between the historical and theoretical sources, and my analysis of Mexican 
cultural production, this dissertation contributes to conversations about neoliberalism, 
globalization, and neocolonialism in Mexican studies by highlighting the importance of 
the figure of utopia for reconsidering relations between the Global North and the Global 
South. This interdisciplinary approach to utopianism in the neoliberal era offers a lens to 
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interrogate the existing political economy in Mexico, unpack the historical processes 
which have upended urban life, and analyze alternative visions of history and urban 





CHAPTER ONE: “El parto de la Historia”: Science Fiction and Horror in Roberto 
Bolaño’s Utopian Imaginary 
 
Introduction 
Roberto Bolaño’s readers first met Auxilio Lacouture, the self-described “madre 
de la poesía mexicana,” with the publication of Los detectives salvajes in 1998 (Los 
detectives salvajes 190). She appeared at the beginning of the novel’s epic middle section 
to recount her time trapped in a bathroom within the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de 
México on September 18, 1968, when the Mexican army occupied the campus in an 
attempt to suppress the student-popular movement. The occupation of the Ciudad 
Universitaria (CU) escalated the conflict between the movement and the Mexican 
government, and was a precursor to the infamous act of state violence perpetrated on 
October 2. A year after the publication of Los detectives salvajes, Lacouture returned in 
the short novel Amuleto to expand upon her original story of surviving the army takeover 
of CU and the trauma she suffered thereafter. But in addition to the expansion of detail, 
Lacouture significantly revises the story she began to tell in Bolaño’s previous book. 
Many of these changes are critical to understanding Bolaño’s views of Mexico’s 1968 
student-popular movement, and why he decided to revisit this moment in history at the 
twilight of the 20th century.  
 One of the main shifts in the story that Lacouture tells in Amuleto comes in the 
form of an anecdote she uses to open the first chapter. When she first arrived in Mexico 
D.F. from her native Uruguay, Lacouture split her time between the houses of the poets 
León Felipe and Pedro Garfias and helped the poets with their domestic duties. During 
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her many visits, she notices that Pedro Garfias keeps a flower vase on a shelf. Despite its 
anodyne appearance, the vase elicits such a powerful sense of dread from those who 
contemplate it that for Lacouture it is “como si ahí se ocultara una de las puertas del 
infierno” (8). She becomes obsessed with the horror emanating from this vase – “el 
objeto de [su] terror” – and considers that if it does not contain the gates to hell, 
undoubtedly the vase brims with “pesadillas … lo que la gente ha perdido, todo lo que 
causa dolor y lo que más vale olivdar” (9). Given the sinister contents of this vase, a set 
of obvious questions occurs to Lacouture: “¿Saben los poetas lo que se agazapa en la 
boca sin fondo de sus floreros? ¿Y si lo saben por qué no los destrozan, por qué ellos 
mismos no asumen esta responsabilidad?” (9-10).  
 Lacouture never communicates a definitive answer to this question. The lack of 
answers notwithstanding, this image of a vase radiating horror becomes a paradigmatic 
frame for reading Amuleto.  The vase is both an object of terror, but it is also an object of 
fascination and obsession which transfixes those nearby. This object of terror and 
obsession can be subdivided into, on the one hand, the horrific content that appears to 
exist outside of time as the wellspring of all evil and disturbs Lacouture so deeply, and, 
on the other, the receptacle in which this content is held. By wondering “[p]or qué el 
poeta se quedaba mirando el florero en vez de dar dos pasos … y agarrar el florero con 
ambas manos y estrellarlo contra el suelo,” Lacouture emphasizes the need to think about 
the responsibility of poets – and culture in general – in relation to the vessels of horror in 
our midst (10). Her emphasis on the poet’s gaze also suggests the urgent need to think 
through the visual regimes which mediate the way we see horror in the world.  
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 These considerations of the vase serve as an entry into Bolaño’s treatment of the 
1968 student-popular movement and the massacre at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas on 
October 2 of that year. In what follows, I will study how Bolaño contemplates the 
student-popular movement and the Tlatelolco massacre as objects of historical horror and 
obsession. By opening Amuleto with the twin assertions that this text “será una historia de 
terror…Pero en el fondo es la historia de un crimen atroz,” Bolaño both invites his 
readers into the terrible story of Tlatelolco, and signals that our historical understanding 
of Tlatelolco has been defined by terror, twisted by interpretations which amount to 
crimes against historical truth (4). Through the image of the vase, Bolaño delves into this 
overlooked aspect of the historicity of Mexico’s 1968. How do we understand the braided 
sense of horror and obsession with which 1968 has historically been regarded? What is 
the ultimate source of the horror unleashed upon the demonstrators at Tlatelolco? Was it 
simply the coldblooded realpolitik of a powerful party confronting a threat to its 
sovereignty? Or can we ascribe the bloodshed to a deeper, more horrific evil lurking 
elsewhere? How have we attempted to gaze upon 1968, and what are the visual and 
cultural regimes which mediate our gaze? This chapter discusses how Bolaño questions 
historical approaches to Mexico’s 1968 which gaze upon Tlatelolco with morbid 
fascination. In doing so, Bolaño attempts to expose the cultural traditions which mediate 
our understanding of this history, and how these traditions shape the ways we see the 
spaces in which history unfolds. Bolaño conjures the complicated legacies of the utopian 
imaginaries of the 1960s and 1970s from the vantage point of the neoliberal era to work 
through how interventions in the field of culture impact the visual conception of history, 
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and the possibilities of moving beyond a sense of horror to reopen history to utopian 
potential.  
Historical Horror and Atemporal Evil 
We can better understand Bolaño’s thinking on the historicity of 1968 if we 
contextualize his ideas on the student-popular movement and the Tlatelolco massacre 
with those of other intellectuals. When Roger Bartra remarks that Tlatelolco can best be 
understood by its “dos herencias” of “derrota y transición,” he echoes sentiments shared 
many that while the student-popular movement was violently crushed at the Plaza de las 
Tres Culturas, this tragedy set into motion a protracted democratization whose eventual 
arrival was tantamount to progress (Bartra). Samuel Steinberg exposes the tortured 
historiography at play in Bartra’s identification of Mexico’s putative democratic opening 
with the election of the right-wing opposition Partido de Acción Nacional in 2000. 
Steinberg argues, persuasively, that rather than precipitating a legitimacy crisis for the 
PRI and its ultra-slow-motion, 30-year electoral collapse, on the contrary, “the massacre 
itself was successful in protecting the state and the interests it represented from its real 
enemy: the student-popular movement” (9). What Steinberg overlooks is that Bartra’s 
argument is not just symptomatic of the endemic historical misinterpretation of Tlatelolco 
as a sacrifice for progress. Bartra’s visual treatment of Tlatelolco’s legacies demonstrates 
how his interpretation of historical progress is shaped by a fascination with bodily 
violence. To describe the student-movement’s sacrificial defeat as putatively engendering 
a democratic transition, Bartra employs a mixed-metaphor of botany and gore: “La 
eficacia feroz de la represión de Tlatelolco no logró impedir que las mismas heridas de la 
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derrota recibiesen las semillas de una lenta transición política” (Bartra). Here, Bartra 
echoes Elena Poniatowska’s use of a nearly identical mixed-metaphor in her iconic La 
noche de Tlatelolco: “Por ahora la sangre ha vuelto a su lugar de quietud. Más tarde 
brotarán las flores entre las ruinas y los sepulcros” (171). In light of Steinberg’s argument 
that the massacre, in fact, cemented the PRI’s grip on power for many years to come, 
what is clear in these mixed metaphors is that the seeds and flowers of democracy are 
planted by an atemporal, mythic force. 
Both Bartra and Poniatowska imagine a montage of progress in which the slow 
growth of democratic vegetation sprouts up amid the bloodshed in the plaza. While these 
metaphors are emblematic of a steadfast adherence to a mythic sense of progress in the 
act of interpreting history, both Bartra’s and Poniatowska’s texts also disclose a morbid 
fascination which mediates the blood-to-bloom vision of history. If Bartra laments the 
collective wounds on the body politic after Tlatelolco, he quickly shifts his focus to the 
metaphorical body of the PRI-dominated Mexican state: “El sistema autoritario estaba 
herido, pero el proceso de putrefacción política duró veinte años” (Bartra). For her part, 
Poniatowska frames her text as a polyphonic echoing of all the living and dead voices 
testifying to the “miedo por el mal absoluto que se le puede hacer a un ser humano,” and 
whose collective voice amounts to a “grito mudo que se atoró en miles de gargantas, en 
miles de ojos desorbitados por el espanto” (164). It is unclear how contemplation of the 
supposed putrefaction of the PRI, or of the human toll captured by ‘ojos desorbitados,’ 
leads to the ill-defined bloom of democracy absent an intervening faith in mythic forces 
of commemoration and healing. Moreover, for these thinkers the metaphorical violence 
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against the PRI body and the absolute evil embodied in the act of state repression are 
taken as transcendental givens, imagined and contemplated from a vantage point outside 
of time. Consigning the sources of violence and evil to an ahistorical realm is precisely 
what allows Bartra and Poniatowska to mythologize a progress linked to the passage of 
time. The healing mythic forces of progress – projected onto the panorama of History – 
are the only forces capable of affixing the past to the future in a steadfast manner. 
Binding images of bodily horror in the past to visions of future progress restores the 
illusion of motion to History.  
For Bartra and Poniatowska, a certain fascination with gore produced by forces 
ascribed to an atemporal plane colors what Steinberg calls the “sacrificial image” of 
Tlatelolco, or the hegemonic view that Tlatelolco names the tragic and untimely end of 
the 1968 student-popular movement as the price to be paid for Mexico’s gradual 
democratic transition (20). Their eyes trained on events of Tlatelolco, these interpreters of 
see atemporal evil at work in the “sacrificial” violence at Tlatelolco. In this chapter, I call 
this mode of seeing history the morbid historical gaze, and claim that this gaze is the 
operative mode of seeing Tlatelolco as a historical sacrifice made for progress. To be 
sure, the problematic nature of the morbid fascination I detect here does not encompass 
all acts of witnessing and attempts to think through violence in history. Critiques of such 
a gaze do not and should not trivialize violence. But where the morbid historical gaze 
differs from other visual modes of historiography lies in its understanding of violence as 
the constitutive creative act of an object regarded by historical interpretation with the 
affective responses of disgust, fear, and perverse fascination, and whose cause is located 
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outside of history. Viewed through the morbid gaze, the historical meaning of these 
objects of horror is derived from their putative relationship to their symbolic inverse, that 
is, anything which appears to grow and thrive, and has all the imputed characteristics of 
organic matter which has survived an atemporal evil’s recurring irruption throughout 
history.  
 In contrast with Bartra and Poniatowska, Carlos Monsiváis argues the student-
popular movement exposed how the institutionalization of the Mexican Revolution 
abandoned the concept of revolutionary historical time in favor of a visual politics 
designed to emphasize the revolution’s spatial dimension. He writes: 
El Movimiento … lo ha establecido: la Revolución Social Mexicana está atrás o 
en el porvenir, es pasado o futuro. Ha abandonado el presente, ha abdicado de esta 
condición formidable de los grandes movimientos, capaces de vivir 
simultáneamente todas las posibilidades del tiempo: el pasado (la raíz), el presente 
(la esencia), el futuro (la substancia). Una Revolución que no se ejerce y extiende 
a lo largo y a lo ancho del tiempo se condena a ser Revolución de índole espacial, 
que abarca nada más el territorio donde ejerce su poder, se alimenta de geografía 
y urbanismo, y dispone de argumentos visuales. … Por eso el tiempo de que 
habíamos venido disponiendo en México, hecho por un lado sólo de pasado, es 
decir de glorificación de lo consumado y de incapacidad de lucidez, y por otro 
sólo de porvenir, es decir de amnesia y anhelos, al ser dual o monista, al no 
moverse nunca en los terrenos de esta triple existencia, resultaba un tiempo 
ahistórico marginal. (“Monsiváis 68”) 
 
Masking the reality of the Mexican Revolution’s ‘marginal ahistorical’ temporality with 
‘visual arguments’ has, according to Monsiváis, emptied the present of all the potentiality 
and élan of the ‘triple existence’ of characteristic of the genuine revolutionary moment. 
Monsiváis goes on to specify that prevailing understandings of the revolution have 
hitherto cast the sacrifice of national martyrs as part of the struggle to secure the progress 
of capitalist modernity. What the student-popular movement exposed was the exhaustion 
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of the visual politics of the “panteón de héroes,” immortalized in “situaciones ecuestres” 
on the battlefields of Progress (Monsiváis, “Monsiváis 68”). For Monsiváis, the student-
popular movement demonstrated, above all else, that the prevailing understanding of 
Mexico’s historical progress was, in the final analysis, “una historia que de antemano se 
ve a sí misma no como un proceso sino como un hecho consumado” (“Monsiváis 68”). 
Despite attempts to link the sacrifice of the new student martyrs at Tlatelolco to the future 
iterations of Mexico’s enduring progress, Monsiváis’ critical eye exposes the deep 
mythology underlying this historiography. Although he doesn’t conceptualize it as such 
in his analysis of how the canonization of Mexico’s heroes are designed to elicit “el 
sollozo o el arrepentimiento o la compasión troncada en actitud venerante,” Monsiváis 
does register just how quickly a historical gaze frozen in horrified contemplation of 
bodily destruction can morph into a sacred regard for these same bodies (“Monsiváis 
68”). Mutilated bodies are made whole through their restitution in stone or paint. The 
inorganic re-composition of those who suffered provides a visual analogue of the 
collective transference of the organic qualities of progress – planting, germination, 
growth, bloom – to a dawning historical era evacuated of potentiality, a state which 
Walter Benjamin calls “empty time” (“Theses” 261). 
 While Monsiváis rightly criticizes the visual politics of the PRI in 1968 as an 
attempt to graft an ideology of progress onto the past and future at the expense of more 
emancipatory historiography, the alternative mode he outlines amounts to a history of 
Mexico’s dissidents, and the dissident tendencies of its heroes which have been 
whitewashed out of official versions. Where Bolaño goes beyond Monsiváis – and 
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certainly beyond the blood-to-bloom historical interpretations of Poniatowska and Bartra 
– is in his attempt to explore the ways in which the visual historiography of Tlatelolco 
could become a contested field. In Amuleto, Lacouture struggles with the trauma of 
witnessing. But at a deeper level, she struggles with the tensions between contrasting 
visual regimes that mediate the conversion of 1968 into history.  
Other critics have explored these themes in Amuleto. Susana Domingo Amestoy 
argues the novel plumbs Lacouture’s trauma as a means of conveying the exhaustion of 
Latin America’s 1960s utopianisms, and the dead ends of literature and history. For 
Domingo, the text amounts to a dirge about the impossibility of escaping violence, as 
Bolaño “presents history in the form of a dystopian … stillbirth” (50). Ryan Long takes a 
more nuanced view of the novel’s presentation of history’s potential openness. For Long, 
Bolaño explores the dialectical relationship between the shelter of historical narrative and 
exposure to the elements of historical witnessing. The trauma of witnessing shapes 
Lacouture’s visual perceptions of the events of 1968, but also provides her a temporal 
vantage point from which she can see the possibility of an open future. Long emphasizes 
how ultimately Bolaño’s protagonist experiences the “traumatic moment” of 1968 as a 
distortion of history, permitting her to cinematically project “images of numerous 
possible futures” (141). My reading builds upon these analyses, but adopts a different 
approach. I explore how the apparatus of cinema, and the film genres of horror and 
science fiction, mediate different temporal and spatial perspectives on the relative closed-
ness or openness of history. By inflecting his narrative with aesthetic devices derived 
from cinematic projection, Bolaño draws attention to the polarized gazes of a morbid 
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vision of history refracted through horror film, and a utopian vision of history mediated 
by science-fiction film. In doing so, Bolaño suggests an unmediated apprehension of 
history is impossible. But recalling the birth of History as a creative evolution of the new 
into a perpetually-distending present reminds us we can choose how we decide to see the 
past, including its horrors. The question of agency in historical interpretation is precisely 
what is elided in a morbid vision of history that describes a linear path from violence to 
progress. In this version, spectators simply watch the succession of frames as an 
unstoppable chain reaction. The science-fictional historical gaze offers a way of seeing 
the vitality of time, of a time not just pregnant with multiple future histories, but also with 
new ways of seeing and resignifying the past. 
History as Horror Film or Science-Fiction Film 
From the outset of Amuleto, Bolaño establishes the need to rethink the horrific 
register of 1968. There are also clear indications that Bolaño views this horrific register 
as more than merely a textual or historiographical problem, but as a visual problem as 
well. He implicates the visual horror of 1968, and the morbid gaze which assimilates this 
understanding of Mexico’s student-popular movement, through Lacouture’s repeated 
insistences that the events she witnesses have the qualities of a horror film. In her first 
account of the UNAM occupation on September 18, 1968, Lacouture describes her initial 
reaction as a “sensación como de película de miedo” (20). This is a strange premonition. 
Lacouture derives this feeling purely from intuition, as she has not yet seen the military 
forces occupying the campus and carrying out arrests. Once she does peer out the 
window to witness the chaotic scene unfolding below, film – and filmic violence – again 
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mediates her dawning understanding of exactly what is happening at the UNAM. Rather 
than horror per se, this time Lacouture views the military operation as belonging to a 
peculiar cinema of mixed genres. What she sees is  
como una escena de una película de la Segunda Guerra Mundial mezclada con 
una de María Félix y Pedro Armendáriz de la Revolución Mexicana, una película 
que se resolvía en una tela oscura pero con figuritas fosforescentes, como dicen 
que ven algunos locos o las personas que sufren repentinamente un ataque de 
miedo. (20-21)  
 
While the precise nature of the “tela oscura” with “figuritas fosforescentes” remains 
unnervingly ambiguous, Lacouture’s immediate interpretation of the UNAM occupation 
is filtered through cinematic renditions of 20th century Mexican and world history, which 
are themselves traversed by shards of some ineffable fear.  
Lacouture quickly reiterates her perception of 1968’s conversion into history as 
cinematic in nature. An extended passage follows in which she recounts the spilling of 
soldiers and granaderos into the Ciudad Universitaria and the frantic attempts of students, 
administrators and faculty members to escape arrest. Her depiction of the scene has an 
undeniable montage quality: 
vi a un grupo de secretarias, entre las que creí distinguir a más de una amiga (¡en 
realidad creí distinguirlas a todas!), que salían en fila india, arreglándose los 
vestidos, con las carteras en las manos o colgadas del hombro, y después vi a un 
grupo de profesores que también salía ordenadamente, al menos tan 
ordenadamente como la situación lo permitía, vi gente con libros en las manos, vi 
gente con carpetas y páginas mecanografiadas que se desparramaban por el suelo 
y ellos se agachaban y las recogían, y vi gente que era sacada a rastras o gente que 
salía de la Facultad cubriéndose la nariz con un pañuelo blanco que la sangre 
ennegrecía rápidamente. (22) 
 
The anaphoric ‘vi’s substitute Lacouture’s eye for the camera’s aperture, her retina’s 
filling in as the projection screen. Yet despite this filmic registration of the event, 
37 
 
Lacouture is wary of this very same cinematic understanding. Even as she spontaneously 
records the UNAM occupation as a spectacle of war and horror cinema, Lacouture tries 
to resist getting sucked into the filmic vortex. She tells herself, “Quédate aquí, Auxilio, 
no entres voluntariamente en esa película, nena, si te quieren meter que se tomen el 
trabajo de encontrarte” (22). What is perhaps most notable in this assertion is not her fear 
of simply being arrested, but of being incorporated into the movie version of the 
occupation.  
 Throughout the novel, Lacouture time travels from the future to 1968 and back, in 
a blending of trauma and science-fiction reminiscent of the way Kurt Vonnegut’s 
character Billy Pilgrim from Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) becomes unstuck in time after 
witnessing the Dresden firebombing. But there is another key scene late in Amuleto 
which offers an alternative cinematic visualization of the transformation of 1968 into 
history. In this passage, Lacouture has been whisked back to her bathroom stall during 
the UNAM occupation. But rather than witnessing a montage of gore through her camera 
eye, she experiences the event as a patient being rushed to an operating room in what can 
be described as both a stream of consciousness and a cinematic long take:  
Iba hacia el parto de la Historia. … [M]ientras mi camilla corría por el pasillo … 
rumbo a un quirófano que se dilataba en el tiempo mientras la Historia anunciaba 
a gritos destemplados su Parto y los médicos anunciaban con susurros mi anemia, 
¿pero cómo me van a operar de anemia?, pensaba yo. ¿Voy a tener un hijo, 
doctor?, susurraba haciendo un esfuerzo inmenso. Los médicos me miraban desde 
arriba, con sus verdes tapabocas de bandidos, y decían que no mientras la camilla 
iba cada vez más rápida por un pasillo que viboreaba como una vena fuera del 
cuerpo. ¿De verdad que no voy a tener un hijo? ¿No estoy embarazada?, les 
preguntaba. Y los médicos me miraban y decían no, señora, sólo la llevamos para 
que asista al parto de la Historia. ¿Pero por qué tanta prisa, doctor?, ¡me estoy 
mareando!, les decía. Y los médicos respondían con el mismo sonsonete con que 
se responde a quien agoniza: porque el parto de la Historia no puede esperar, 
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porque si llegamos tarde usted no verá nada, sólo las ruinas y el humo, el paisaje 
vacío…. Cuando llegábamos al quirófano la visión se empañaba y luego se 
trizaba y luego caía y se fragmentaba y luego un rayo pulverizaba los fragmentos 
y luego un viento se llevaba el polvo en medio de la nada o de la Ciudad de 
México. (112-13)  
 
 The vision Lacouture takes in during this otherworldly sequence contrasts sharply 
with the montage version at the outset of the novel. Taken together, these two versions of 
1968’s transformation into history disclose Bolaño’s emphasis on the filmic 
representation of history as an index of the closed-ness or openness of the future. 
Lacouture is clear that she is not being frantically wheeled down the hall to witness the 
birth of, say, the postscript of the student-popular movement, or the emergence of 
whatever inevitable era of incremental progress would follow the violent suppression of 
the radical promise represented by Mexico’s students. Rather, Lacouture is being sent to 
witness the birth of History with a capital H, history as such, the transformation of an 
existential present into representations and interpretations of this present. Time is of the 
essence, because if one misses the birth of Historical reasoning, it is easy to forget that 
such mode of historical understanding is not an inevitable, univocal Truth, but rather a 
mode of thinking symptomatic of political and ideological currents which are themselves 
shaped by the same historical forces they seek to explain. Failing to bear witness to the 
event’s transformation into History leaves one prone to mistaking ‘las ruinas y el humo, 
el paisaje vacío’ as the only visual discourse available to mediate historical 
understanding.   
 Bolaño’s foregrounding of the visual dimension of historiography echoes Hayden 
White’s critique of the general uneasiness historians display toward photographic and 
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cinematic discourses of history. For White, this uneasiness stems from the idea that visual 
historiography primarily leverages representational systems that make affective appeals 
to spectators at the expense of the analytical dimension of historical discourse. But this 
view does not hold up to serious scrutiny. Textual forms of history depend on written 
systems of representation just as much as photographic or cinematic histories hinge upon 
systems of visual representation. As such, White argues the true source of the historical 
profession’s uneasiness lies in how the openly constructive nature of visual 
historiography “raises the specter of the ‘fictionality’ of the historian’s own discourse” 
(1195). Historians mold the raw material of events into artefacts of historical knowledge 
by availing themselves of the representational tools of narrative, analysis, and reference 
to other similar artefacts, regardless of the medium in which they work. Rather than 
debate the relative accuracy of the textual over the visual for communicating historical 
discourse, White argues that historiophoty poses the deeper question of how, and in 
accordance with what principles, do visual and textual modes shape historical truth. 
When considering these forms of constructing history, we would do better to think about 
“the different kinds of concreteness with which the images, in the one case verbal, in the 
other visual, are endowed” (White 1198). To be sure, Bolaño’s critique of the visual 
historiographical traditions of representing the events of 1968 parallel White’s concerns 
by exposing the ideological mythologies of progress which complement visual 
representations of gore and atemporal evil. But Bolaño extends White’s thinking in a few 
regards. First, in Amuleto, Bolaño does not so much distinguish historiography from 
historiophoty as he explores the intertwined nature of visual and textual forms of 
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historiography. The two scenes analyzed above demonstrate how even in textual 
discourse, the conversion of the event into history can be mediated by the apparatus of 
film projection. Second, beyond the labors of intellectuals and historians, Bolaño is 
concerned about how the mass assimilation of film techniques and technologies can 
generate a widespread tendency to conceptualize the past as cinema. And finally, Bolaño 
also examines how genre codes in horror and science-fiction film impact the way people 
see history, and how the inflection of the past with differing genre tropes leads to 
divergent beliefs about the possibilities for the future.  
The kind of gaze cast upon the history matters in the utmost. Lacouture’s original, 
montage version of the events of 1968 is mediated by what I call the morbid historical 
gaze. This gaze leads spectators to see the historical event as a temporal manifestation of 
a transhistorical evil impulse. Its lens is tinted by the slack-jawed fascination with the 
abject, leading its adherents to interpret the scene of gore as the inevitable product of evil 
forces unknowable to history, even if they assume all-too-familiar forms (the State, the 
Party) in a given present. Such a morbid historical gaze consecrates the ruins, the smoke, 
and the landscape as the hallowed remains of the past. These images are stamped on the 
commemorative currency used to purchase incremental progress in the future. 
Amortizing the cost of this progress is understood as nothing less than a heroic 
achievement, as it is supposedly claimed by staring down a transcendent evil accepted as 
a constant. On the other hand, Lacouture’s second vision of the birth of 1968 as History 
shifts emphasis away from speculation on the precise legacies of the student-popular 
movement which can be detected in whatever modicum of progress has been seized. This 
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scene features an alternative method of seeing history which I call the utopian science-
fiction historical gaze. This version of visualizing history is dramatized through 
Lacouture’s bathroom stall time machine, fleshed out through the metaphor of an 
exploded, fragmented, simultaneous temporality, and conveyed through the continuous 
flow of a long sequence take. The science-fictional historical gaze pushes back against 
the tendency of the morbid historical gaze to view the tragedies of the past as inextricably 
linked to any semblance of progress and whose constructed linkage is interpreted as proof 
of this inexorable march toward the better.  
The regimes of visualizing history contrasted in these two scenes can be further 
elucidated by turning to French philosopher Henri Bergson’s thoughts on the relationship 
between cinematic projection and time. In The Creative Mind (1946), Bergson associates 
film montage with a dominant tendency within philosophy to conflate the concept of time 
with the cumulative measurement of motion through space. In Bergson’s view, this 
tendency reduces the experience of change to the empirical differences in position and 
state between two intervals, much the way film montage juxtaposes images to produce 
the sensation that time has elapsed (17). The problem with this concept of time rooted in 
montage is that it flattens history into a singular, linear arc in which everything that 
occurs is a logical extension of the occurrences in the previous frame (22). Against the 
idea of time as spatial montage, Bergson posits the concept of duration, which accounts 
for the flow of time as the experience of an ever-mutating present that is always open to 
creative intervention (34-35). Adela Pineda persuasively argues that Bergsonian duration 
also has cinematic overtones, as it conceives of “an experience of time based on the 
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merging of human consciousness into the film’s projection” (17). If montage is 
associated with a concept of time as successive progression, the fusion of film and 
consciousness in duration is associated with the other major cinematic technique for 
conveying the experience of time: the long take.5  
With Bergson’s philosophy of cinematic temporalities in mind, the two modes of 
visualizing history Bolaño posits in Amuleto come into sharper relief. Like Bergson, 
Bolaño is attuned to how different philosophical conceptions of time are intertwined with 
the apparatus of film in ways which shape our understanding of history. As an inveterate 
consumer and critic of cinema and mass culture in the second half of the 20th century, 
Bolaño grasps how cinematic conceptions of time are not neutral, but are rather shaped 
by the expectations of genre conventions. The filmic montage of Lacouture’s first 
account of what she witnessed on September 18, 1968, foregrounds the horrific content 
of the scene unfolding at the UNAM campus. But the montage quality of the scene 
reinforces the unnerving sense that the horror she witnessed belongs to a realm outside of 
sequential time. It bursts into the frame as the temporal irruption of atemporal evil within 
a succession of moments leading inexorably to the next snapshot of space. But 
Lacouture’s description of being rushed to attend the birth of History has all the trappings 
of a long shot. Bolaño’s words summon the apparatus of cinema in their depiction of the 
duration of Lacouture’s trip through the spectral hospital. This regime of visualizing the 
birth of History places the spectator on a different temporal plane from montage. Rather 
than juxtaposed snapshots of horrific violence forming a linear chain into the future, 
                                                          
5 See Kissel, “The Terrain of the Long Take.” 
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Lacouture’s attendance at the birth of History occurs in a herniated present, bulging out 
into the past and future and providing an experiential account of how history, as an 
interpretative discourse of the past, comes into being. Such an account foregrounds the 
emergence of history as the advent of something radically new. In contrast to the earlier 
montage, the duration of Lacouture’s time travelling functions as a science-fictional 
mechanism for visualizing the volitional gestation of the new within the immediacy of a 
flow of time pressing up against a future open to possibilities.  
This question of volition in choosing how see history clarifies the paradigmatic 
image of the vase of evil from the beginning of Amuleto. Let’s recall the question 
Lacouture poses at the outset of the novel: is it possible destroy the vessel containing the 
object of terror? Although the metaphorical resonance of Lacouture’s question might 
seem to point to the historiography of horror as the vessel in question, I have argued it is 
in fact the mediated gaze upon the vessel which Bolaño indicates as the key site of 
struggle for historical reason. In this paradigmatic opening sequence, the vase is just the 
container for the gates of hell, or the transcendent evil impulse. This distinction is 
critical, because despite Lacouture’s later assertion that she is “la destrozajarrones,” there 
is never an indication that she succeeds in smashing Pedro Garfias’s florero (67). Her 
self-image notwithstanding, Lacouture remains a character trapped between the morbid 
historical gaze of horror and the utopian historical gaze of science fiction. For her, 1968 
oscillates wildly between its appearance in her historical imagination as an object of 
horror in a closed, linear progression, and as one node of a simultaneous temporality, or 
Monsiváis’ ‘triple existencia,’ laden with potential futurities.  
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 It is critical to note that Bolaño’s invocation of the horror film genre does not 
merely cast history itself as an unrelenting slasher flick. A careful reading of Lacouture’s 
first testimony of what took place on September 18, 1968, demonstrates that her 
identification of horror tropes coincides with the transformation of the events on the 
ground into visual history. Prior to September 18, Lacouture split her time between the 
odd jobs she carried out by day at the UNAM, and the bohemian adventures of her nights. 
“Así llegué al año 1968. O así el año 1968 llegó a mí,” Lacouture maintains (18).  But 
she is quick to distinguish the actual lived events of 1968 from the overdetermined 
historical object into which 1968 was transformed ex post facto. Even though she has 
semi-clairvoyant intuitions of just what 1968 might become later, she distinguishes the 
two 1968s in an unambiguous fashion: “sentí su quietud preternatural … mientras me 
comía un taco de carnita, de pie, en la calle San Ildefenso, contemplando la iglesia de 
Santa Catarina de Siena y el crespúsculo mexicano que se arremolinaba como un 
desvarío, antes de que el año 68 se convirtiera realmente en el 68” (18-19). That this 
intuition accompanies her contemplation of twilight in Mexico City and her interpretation 
of the catastrophic currents eddying in the swirl of light signals the importance not just of 
the discourse of history as such, but of the visual discourse of 1968’s events becoming 
history. The visual mode of history is emphatically invoked again moments later, when 
Lacouture claims, paradoxically, that “lo vi todo y al mismo tiempo yo no vi nada” from 
her vantage point at the bathroom window on September 18 (19). The images that do 
filter through her pupils and project onto her retinas are jarring: “vi soldados y luego me 
asomé a otra ventana y vi tanquetas y luego a otra, … y vi furgonetas en donde los 
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granaderos y algunos policías vestidos de civil estaban metiendo a los estudiantes y 
profesores presos” (21). It is not simply History which is at stake. It is seeing the 
becoming of History. 
What happens when we see History? In a key passage before she relates her 
testimony of the events, Lacouture makes clear how the very act of witnessing alters and 
distorts the subsequent unfurling of history in what amounts to her own theory of the 
visual historiographical mode:  
Yo creo, permítaseme este inciso, que la vida está cargada de cosas enigmáticas, 
pequeños acontecimientos que sólo están esperando el contacto epidérmico, 
nuestra mirada, para desencadenarse en una serie de hechos causales que luego, 
vistos a través del prisma del tiempo, no pueden sino producirnos asombro o 
espanto. (19-20)  
 
It is worth taking a moment to break down Lacouture’s theory. First, there is her assertion 
that these ‘cosas enigmáticas’ and ‘pequeños acontecimientos’ exist in a state of 
suspended potentiality until they are gazed upon or touched. Second, there is Lacouture’s 
ambiguous conflation of ‘el contacto epidérmico’ with ‘nuestra mirada.’ In one 
interpretation, minor potential events come into being when their own metaphorical skin-
like film is caressed. In an alternative interpretation, our gazes possess a touch-like 
quality to them. But ultimately, Lacouture does not rule out any possibilities. This 
includes the possibility that our gazes, in a nod to the roots of the word “epidermal,” flay 
these ‘tiny events’ and ‘mysterious things’ from the membranous potentiality which 
surrounds them. The ability of the gaze to flay events from their state of potentiality is a 
rich metaphor and can be construed to encompass both of Bergson’s filmic conceptions 
of time. The acts of cutting and splicing are necessary for filmic montage, while visually 
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flaying an event from a membrane of potentiality can be likened to the creative and 
intuitive evolution of the new in a continuous flow of experiential time. But implicit in 
Lacouture’s theory is the idea that the visual historiographic mode is doubly scopic. Our 
initial gazes unleash a series of historical epiphenomena, which are in turn ‘vistos a 
través del prisma del tiempo.’ Finally, there is her twin assertion that this second gaze, 
through the ‘prism of time,’ can only elicit astonishment or terror in the eyes of their 
beholder. The future we glimpse may be horrific, or radically new.  
Given the overall thrust of Lacouture’s theory, we can perhaps conclude that it is 
our own ‘double gaze’ which implicates us as witnesses to the historical with agency to 
interpret, and as subjects bound to the flow of historical events over which we have 
limited control. We all have the power to observe the events that unfold around us as 
history. But it in the very same act of observing these events, the manner in which our 
gaze is mediated sets into motion an interpretative frame. It is the second gaze, refracted 
back in time, which can afford us a glimpse of how our gaze shaped subsequent 
interpretations of the event as history, which produces in us the simultaneous sense of 
openness and horrific recoil from the historical object. How are we simultaneously so 
powerful and so powerless as witnesses and interpreters of history? And what is the 
nature of our responsibility toward the historical object which so horrifies us?  
This interpretation of the visual historiographical mode also helps explain a 
telling error Lacouture makes just before conveying her testimony to the reader. She 
states:  
Yo estaba en la Facultad aquel 18 de septiembre cuando el ejército violó la 
autonomía y entró en el campus a detener o a matar a todo el mundo. No. En la 
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Universidad no hubo muchos muertos. Fue en Tlatelolco. ¡Ese nombre que quede 
en nuestras mentes para siempre! (19)  
 
Steinberg argues this mistake of collapsing the student-popular movement into the 
violence that occured at Tlatelolco is widespread. The error is rooted in the compensatory 
logic of liberal progress, and is symptomatic of why “so often the standard-bearers of 
1968 have imagined themselves to be speaking of a political event or emancipatory 
mobilization, but have, rather, ended up thinking about a massacre” (14). Lacouture’s 
momentary lapse, vacillation, and correction of her erroneous attribution of the 
indiscriminate and lethal state violence of October 2 to the date September 18 are 
indicative of the kneejerk response to thinking 1968 as the year of a massacre. But this 
correction also marks her refusal to resign herself to this prevailing explanation of the 
events of that year. Instead, Lacouture’s mistake signals that the purpose of her gaze 
backward into history is not to more properly understand what happened at Tlatelolco by 
adding to its archive. Instead, she trains her eye on the morbid historical gaze itself. Her 
doubly-scopic understanding of visual history allows her to see the frame which so often 
casts the Mexican student movement as a historical object which elicits guttural horror.  
Her rejection of the sacrificial image of Tlatelolco becomes most explicit in the 
novel’s final sentences, during the oneiric sequence in which Lacouture watches a 
generation of young Latin Americans cross a valley and pitch headlong into an abyss. 
Lacouture’s closing words are an act of exegesis which reinterprets the multitudes’ battle 
song reverberating across the valley and out of the abyss: “Y aunque el canto que escuché 
hablaba de la guerra, de las hazañas heroicas de una generación entera de jóvenes 
latinoamericanos sacrificados, yo supe que por encima de todo hablaba del valor y de los 
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espejos, del deseo y del placer. Y este canto es nuestro amuleto” (138). A song of bravery 
and mirrors, desire and pleasure, rather than a song of sacrifices, posits an alternative, 
more open historical interpretation and relation to the student-popular movement, perhaps 
one more focused on the complex political formations gestating at the Ciudad 
Universitaria prior to September 18. Such a historical reinterpretation, Bolaño suggests, 
would require us to overcome the morbid historical gaze and our fixation on the violence 
of October 2.    
How is it, Bolaño seems to ask, that we have let the student-popular movement 
become an object of horror? What sort of cultural and historical responsibility do we bear 
toward this object? What other modes of historiographical seeing are available to us? 
While Bolaño does not definitively settle any of these questions in his novel, his text does 
point to a different visual mode of historiography. Bolaño describes this secondary 
regime of seeing the student movement as mediated by science fiction film. The most 
prominent suggestions of this alternative mode of seeing history take the form of 
Bolaño’s exploration of the science fiction trope of time travel.  
Subsequent to Lacouture’s description of seeing the events of September 18 as 
scenes in a war/terror film, she turns her attention to the effect of these events on her 
sense of time. As she hides out in the bathroom stall to avoid being captured by the 
soldiers, Lacouture feels an eerie silence which ripples through the temporality of her 
situation, “como si el tiempo se fracturara y corriera en varias direcciones a la vez, un 
tiempo puro, ni verbal ni compuesto de gestos” (24). This fracturing of time into ‘pure 
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time’ is not just theoretical speculation, as it causes Lacouture to contemplate a novel 
sensation of having come unglued from her particular moment in history: 
Y luego me puse a pensar en mi pasado como ahora pienso en mi pasado. Luego 
remonté las fechas, se rompió el rombo en el espacio de la desesperación 
conjetural, subieron las imágenes del fondo del lago, sin que nada ni nadie 
pudiera evitarlo emergieron las imágenes de ese pobre lago al que no alumbran ni 
el sol ni la luna, se plegó y desplegó el tiempo como un sueño. El año 68 se 
convirtió en el año 64 y en el año 60 y en el año 56. Y también se convirtió en el 
año 70 y en el año 73 y en el año 75 y 76. Como si me hubiera muerto y 
contemplara los años desde una perspectiva inédita. Quiero decir: me puse a 
pensar en mi pasado como si pensara en mi presente y en mi futuro y en mi 
pasado, todo revuelto y adormilado.… (26) 
 
These time-images which flit by are described as sequences in a dream, but between the 
way they emerge from an unnamed lake and are visible through some mysterious light 
source which is neither the sun nor the moon, this image sequence of pure time has all the 
qualities of an otherworldly film projection. The visual frame available to Lacouture to 
interpret her experiences within a perpetual present which somehow contains the past and 
the future is, naturally, the science fiction film. The presence of this mediating source is 
confirmed shortly thereafter, when Lacouture recounts her later adventures in the 1970s 
whose memories she conjures up from her new, time travelling vantage point: 
No sé por qué recuerdo esta tarde. Esa tarde de 1971 o 1972. Y lo más curioso es 
que la recuerdo desde mi mirador de 1968. Desde mi atalaya, desde mi vagón de 
metro que sangra, desde mi inmenso día de lluvia. Desde el lavabo de mujeres de 
la cuarta planta de la Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, mi nave del tiempo desde la 
que puedo observar todos los tiempos en donde aliente Auxilio Lacouture, que no 
son muchos, pero que son. (42) 
 
Taken together with the previous passage, Lacouture’s gaze upon the temporal disruption 
she experiences from September 18, 1968 onward is laid out in terms which underscore 
the visual, cinematic dimension of the flow of her experiences within the science-
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fictional machine. Inverting Walter Benjamin’s messianic concept of history wherein an 
image of the past can be remembered and seized in a “moment of danger,” Lacouture has 
the abnormal experience of remembering and observing the future, but from the past 
(“Theses” 255). Her paradoxical sense of remembering the yet-to-come from her time 
machine also further illuminates her visual theory of historiography. By seeing 1968 in a 
certain light, Lacouture acknowledges that the morbid gaze can, in a fatalistic gesture, 
flay potential historical outcomes and splice them into linear montages of progress. But 
the mediation of time-travel and science fiction suggest that Lacouture’s gaze is also 
capable of flaying the conceptual apparatus of linear time from the more open 
‘perspectiva inédita’ of simultaneous, overlapping time, in which the future can be 
recalled from the past as but one possible, contingent outcome. 
It is worth taking a brief detour to clarify the relationship between the genres of 
horror and science fiction and the concept of history. Eugene Thacker argues that 
philosophy often addresses the same conceptual problems as horror film, particularly 
related to what he calls ‘the world without us’ and the ability or impossibility of thinking 
through the impulses which define such a world (In the Dust of this Planet). Horror, for 
Thacker, is the human confrontation of the limit point of humanity in the face of this 
‘world without us.’ Through cultural products like horror film, we grapple with the 
existential and ethical voids which always exists as possibilities between human built 
environments and the ‘natural world.’ Horror also mediates our understanding of the 
uneasy distinctions between life and death, between a particular living being and the 
general principle of biological life, and often manifests in visual and narrative forms as 
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liminal creatures or inchoate impulses which become (semi) embodied lifeforms. The 
philosophical domain of horror describes the practice of thinking through the concept of 
life without the form of the living being and in relation to ‘the world without us,’ a planet 
devoid of human consciousness (In the Dust).  
But if these considerations elucidate the philosophical territory of horror, what do 
they imply about horror’s relationship to history? Here Thacker’s concept of ‘the world 
without us’ is useful. The idea of a world emptied of human consciousness, characterized 
by what Thacker calls ‘cosmic indifference,’ is, by definition, a world which escapes the 
grasp of history as a narrative chronology (In the Dust). That horror films so often refuse 
to provide the precise historical source of the eruption of the inhuman in everyday life 
reflects this concept of cosmic indifference. Gore, in horror, is defined by its 
senselessness, and leads us to contemplate the existence of some pulsating, unembodied 
and sublime evil. The source and motivations of this evil are entirely unknowable and 
this force merely assumes this or that (semi) incarnate form as a reflection of the 
contingent circumstances into which it bleeds. It is in this sense that the work of horror as 
a filmic mediation produces the morbid historical gaze. The result of the morbid 
historical gaze is a way of seeing the past which forecloses upon history as anything other 
than the task of cataloguing the series of catastrophes whose victims pile up and whose 
ultimate responsibility lies in an evil impulse over which human agency has no control. 
This closed version of history acknowledges the impossibility of predicting the form or 
exact moment when this impulse will emerge again. Nonetheless, this vision of history 
takes the existence of some transcendent evil impulse as a given, just as it takes the 
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secular concept of progress, however meager and incremental its material advances, as 
the only compensation available. The morbid historical gaze we cast upon the past 
invariably leads us to conclude that the history of our world coincides with the history of 
evil on this inhabited planet. The history we look upon confirms that no other world is 
possible except one we might infinitesimally improve.  
Science fiction, on the other hand, has a different relationship to the concept of 
history. Fredric Jameson’s thoughts on Science Fiction and utopia depart from Darko 
Suvin’s observation that Utopia as a form is “the socio-political sub-genre of Science 
Fiction” (qtd. in Jameson 393: 61). Jameson proposes a formalist study of the structures 
of wish fulfilment which undergird the utopian mode of Science Fiction so as to tease out 
the historical conditions which shape the imagination of alternative worlds. This 
approaches demands we think through the relationship between historical time and 
existential or lived time. For Jameson, understanding utopia as a form of science fiction 
demonstrates how “these two dimensions are seamlessly reunited and … existential time 
is taken up into a historical time” (7). Unlike horror, which transforms history into a 
chronology of unrelenting gore issuing from a wellspring ungraspable by the very 
enterprise of history, Jameson views utopian science fiction as a genre of world building 
which incorporates history as a knowledge system into its universes. Knowledge of the 
historical is the conceptual apparatus which permits Sci-Fi wish-fulfillment exercises of 
transformation and rupture with present historical trajectories and which allows for the 
aesthetic conflation of lived existence and a historical self-awareness that is constitutive 
of the genre.  
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It is for this reason that Jameson calls science fiction “the exploration of all of the 
constraints thrown up by history itself – the web of counterfinalities and anti-dialectics 
which human production has itself produced” (66). Despite its future orientation, science 
fiction is not ahistorical. Rather, science fiction mobilizes history as a mode of 
knowledge production to conduct a “formal puzzlement about the possibilities of 
figuration of a radical historical break” (90). The paradox of science fiction lies in that 
the very characteristics of the desire for rupture with the present situation – succession, 
secession, revolution, departure, isolation, time travel – are invariably forged out of raw 
materials determined by particular historical contingencies. Thinking through this aporia 
is a form of historical thinking which stands in contrast to Benjamin’s concept of 
progress, which Jameson argues can be best understood as the ideological attempt to 
“colonize the future,” which can only be carried out “by the elimination of historicity” 
(228). Jameson cautions against those who conceive of ‘progress’ as something 
purportedly empirical and oppose it to other, more speculative narratives about the future. 
Just like science fiction, ‘progress’ is a narrative form which speaks to the construction of 
the historical sensibility and the assimilation of the historical into everyday life. At the 
deepest level, the advent of science fiction is a “symptom of a mutation in our 
relationship to historical time itself” (284). Futuristic worlds are but a mythic conceit of a 
genre whose real function is to disrupt our apprehension of the present and change the 
way we see history and ourselves as historical beings. The critical question posed by 
science fiction is, for Jameson, a perceptual and historical one:  
How to fix this intolerable present of history with the naked eye? We have seen 
that in the moment of the emergence of capitalism the present could be 
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intensified, and prepared for individual perception, by the construction of a 
historical past from which as a process it could be felt to slowly issue forth, like 
the growth of an organism. (287)  
 
What science fiction insists on, in other words, is a decolonization of the future and the 
past that are the imperial designs of liberal progress. It is noteworthy that Jameson 
describes liberalism’s colonization of the future in terms reminiscent of the horror film, 
as an unknown creature oozing into the frame. This sort of decolonial gaze is created 
through the insistence that the present in which we exist might be sublime, but will one 
day become the object of study for the knowledge system of history. If the coming-
together of historical knowledge of an unknowable present is always late and incomplete, 
then how could the future be defined by some preordained notion of progress, other than 
a progress fashioned out of mythological –  or at the very least motivated – historical 
reasoning? Jameson’s central claim that science fiction’s genuine concern is the 
impossible task of glimpsing the future as a historical present leads him to conclude that 
science fiction’s  
deepest vocation is over and over again to demonstrate and to dramatize our 
incapacity to imagine the future, to body forth, through apparently full 
representations which prove on closer inspection to by structurally and 
constitutively impoverished, the atrophy in our time of what Marcuse has called 
the utopian imagination, the imagination of otherness and radical difference; to 
succeed by failure, and to serve as unwitting and even unwilling vehicles for a 
meditation, which, setting forth for the unknown, finds itself irrevocably mired in 
the all-too-familiar, and thereby becomes unexpectedly transformed into a 
contemplation of our own absolute limits. (288-89)  
 
Jameson is most insightful in pointing out the creative potential of this sort of negative 
dimension of science fiction’s relationship to history. Rather than executing the 
somewhat banal task of sketching out one partial, possible future, as if to suggest things 
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could be different, science fiction self-reflexively points out that imagining the future is 
an impossible task, even for the bean counters with sophisticated metrics for charting 
progress. The concept of progress – no matter how scrupulously empirical its 
measurements – is always an attempt to mythologize the future history of society. Thus 
science fiction’s ‘deepest vocation’ is to shift the energies dedicated to the mythos of 
progress, not because it is necessarily injurious to expend brainpower on mythic thinking, 
but because it is imperative to redirect this critical form of thinking toward the equally 
impossible task of developing consciousness of the present as a historical present. Such a 
gesture does not save the future. But it does amount to an opening of the future different 
to potential trajectories set into motion by the panoply of sublime latencies in a given 
present. This openness to multiple possibilities of the future resists attempts to define the 
future any degree more than provisionally. Hence, Jameson’s argument that science 
fiction tries to grasp “the intolerable present of history with the naked eye” to cast our 
present as “some future world’s remote past” can be combined with Bergson’s concept of 
duration in what I call the utopian science-fictional historical gaze, a mode of attempting 
the impossible task of seeing the experiential flow of time that seeps into the past and 
future as history (287, 288).  
 There are two key passages which implicate the twin historical gazes Lacouture is 
trapped between, and the different cultural regimes which mediate these gazes. The first 
instance relates to a trope developed throughout the novel of an ominous wind blowing 
dust clouds through Mexico City. If we recall the scene where Lacouture is about to 
witness the birth of History, just when this birth is supposed to take place, her vision 
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shatters and a strange wind blows its dusty fragments through Mexico City. This scene 
clarifies the source of the dust cloud, but not the source of the wind, which appears 
throughout the text and seems to augur nothing but catastrophe. At the end of the first 
chapter, she imagines this dust cloud will destroy everything in its path: “La nube de 
polvo lo pulveriza todo. Primero a los poetas, luego los amores, y luego, cuando parece 
que está saciada, y que se pierde, la nube vuelve y se instala en lo más alto de tu ciudad o 
de tu mente y te dice con gestos misteriosos que no piensa moverse” (13). Toward the 
middle of the novel, we get a clear sense that Bolaño wants to distinguish the dust cloud 
from the wind, with the winds themselves functioning as the obverse of Benjamin’s 
winds of progress blowing open the Angel of History’s wings. By contrast, Bolaño’s 
winds function as the fantasy of an unmediated grasp of history which we can never see 
outside of its effect on other objects. In her science-fictional mode, Lacouture is able to 
affirm that she “veía el torbellino del pasado que pasaba como una exhalación de aire 
caliente por las calles del DF” (49). By the end of the novel, Lacouture trains her gaze on 
the slippage whereby the dusty fragments of one vision of historical interpretation are 
mistaken as History itself. Her story – of the woman who was stuck in the bathroom 
when the army took the CU – became a fragmentary legend which “se esparció en el 
viento del DF y en el viento del 68, se fundó con los muertos y los sobrevivientes” (132).  
While all of these scenes serve to heighten the distinction between the visible dust 
of historical interpretation from the invisible winds of an umediated history, they also 
clarify a nightmarish passage from the middle of the novel which pinpoints the morbid 
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historical gaze. As Lacouture follows her friends through Mexico City, she has a 
terrifying vision:  
a esa hora por Reforma corre el viento nocturno que le sobra a la noche, la 
avenida Reforma se transforma en un tubo transparente, en un pulmón de forma 
cuneiforme por donde pasan las exhalaciones imaginarias de la ciudad, […] la 
Guerrero, a esa hora, se parece sobre todas las cosas a un cementerio, pero no a un 
cementerio de 1974, ni a un cementerio de 1968, ni a un cementerio del año 1975, 
sino a un cementerio del año 2666, un cementerio olvidado debajo de un párpado 
muerto o nonato, las acuosidades desapasionadas de un ojo que por querer olvidar 
algo ha terminado por olvidarlo todo. (64-65) 
 
In addition to being one of the most unnerving passages of the entire novel, Bolaño’s 
imagery here captures the both the theoretical resonance of the morbid historical gaze, 
and the tragic willful blindness of this mode of seeing history. The sweep of history is 
transformed into a montage of graveyards. But the graveyard Lacouture sees before her 
on the Avenida Guerrero belongs to the year 2666, Bolaño’s numerical placeholder for a 
baleful future colonized by the sublime forces emanating from the wellspring of all 
transhistorical evil. This cemetery, though visible in Lacouture’s hallucination, is 
somehow also forgotten beneath a dead or unborn eyelid. Two key points arise. First, 
Bolaño singles out not just history’s graveyards, but a specific prophetic gaze into the 
future where the graveyard is the only constant. Fixation on the gruesome burial grounds 
as the product of horrific unknowable forces is directly linked to the act of forgetting. But 
what is it that the eye gazing upon this cemetery has wanted to forget, and why has it 
lapsed into forgetting everything? Here, Bolaño suggests that not only does the morbid 
historical gaze intentionally forget the contingencies and potentialities of a historical 
present (that is, that the historical events of Tlatelolco were not preordained to result in 
the graveyard, defeat, transition), but it is in forgetting the contingencies of the historical 
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present, we also forget that the future could be anything but the slow march of progress 
against a backdrop of horror. Struggling not to forget the future might be open is the task 
of a more radical, utopian historiography. That struggle’s urgency sheds light on the 
time-travelling structure of the novel, as it is a utopian wish-fulfillment device to realize 
Lacouture’s practice of remembering the future from the past. Examining Lacouture’s 
struggle between the morbid and science fiction historical gazes requires us to unpack 
their relation to one another. There is a second key passage in this text which highlights 
this relationship.  
 At the outset of Amuleto, Lacouture describes herself for the first of several times 
as the “madre de la poesía Mexicana” (4). Her motherhood is dedicated to the down and 
out bohemian poets above all else, and she expands upon its nature later on: 
yo me movía feliz de la vida, con todos los poetas de México. … ¡Todos iban 
creciendo amparados por mi mirada! Es decir: todos iban creciendo en la 
intemperie mexicana, en la intemperie latinoamericana, que es la más grande 
porque es la más escindida y la más desesperada. Y mi mirada rielaba como la 
luna por aquella intemperie y se detenía en las estatuas, en las figuras 
sobrecogidas, en los corrillos de sombras, en las siluetas que nada tenían excepto 
la utopía de la palabra, una palabra, por otra parte, bastante miserable. 
¿Miserable? Sí, admitámoslo, bastante miserable. Y yo estaba allí porque yo 
tampoco tenía nada, excepto mi memoria. (33)  
 
Lacouture’s motherly gaze upon the young bohemians of Mexico City has the qualities of 
a lunar luminescence and protects these poets from the elements. Curiously, this gaze 
also seems to protect these poets from the privations attendant to their ‘utopía de la 
palabra,’ and, by extension, the inherent privations of the ‘miserable’ concept of utopia. 
This is Bolaño’s first explicit mention of utopia in this novel, and we will revisit it later in 
detail, but it is imperative to note there are two registers in which to read the use of the 
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descriptor miserable. It could, on the one hand, amount to an antiutopian denunciation of 
the immanent wretchedness of utopian programs, a critique characteristic of the negative 
connotations of utopia defined as idealism which flirts with disaster. On the other hand, it 
is possible to read Bolaño’s association of utopia with the word “miserable” as a 
testimony to the ambivalent distance between the promises of the concept of utopia, and 
the provisional, meager, lacking, and inadequate material projects which summon this 
imaginary. Analogous to his view of science fiction’s relation to the future, Jameson 
argues that utopia’s radical power resides in its ability  
to bring home, in local and determinate ways, and with a fullness of concrete 
detail, our constitutional inability to imagine Utopia itself: and this, not owing to 
any individual failure of imagination, but as the result of the systemic, cultural, 
and ideological closure of which we are all in one way or another prisoners. (289)  
 
Our utopias will always be miserable, not because they necessarily produce misery, but 
because their business is to plumb the imagination for visions of rupture and difference. 
These visions will always be limited by historical circumstances and human foibles, and 
rendered inadequate compared to the scope of the hopes and dreams which engendered 
them.  
 Given the lacuna at the core of utopia, is Bolaño’s ultimate perspective anti-
utopian? Does he look at the politics of the student-popular movement and the dreams of 
young bohemian poets of Mexico City, and conclude that these are treacherous paths 
which will only lead to unbearable misery? Should we turn our back on utopia? To 
answer these questions, it is crucial to recall Lacouture’s theory of history. The slippage 
between the inadequacies of utopia as a historically specific program and the fullness of 
its conceptual promise can, in many instances, lead to nearly unspeakable horror. But 
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those who travel down this path and witness such horrors have a choice. They can either 
view the violence they confront as an immutable force coursing through a linear 
timescale, or they can reassert the primacy of the utopian itself, even in our inability to 
envision it clearly, not just as a historical force, but as a mode of seeing the relationship 
between the past, present, and future. Lacouture’s motherly gaze shines down from some 
utopian temporality pressing up against the not yet and shelters the young poets by 
remembering that their future is not one doomed to the graveyards. Her science fictional 
gaze refuses to see history as a succession of tombstones, wherein the utopianism of the 
student-popular movement is violently crushed in a temporal manifestation of an absolute 
evil. For this reason, Lacouture refuses to train a horrified gaze on the dead martyrs of 
October 2, and instead focuses on the young poets who come of age afterwards, in the 
long shadow of the student-popular movement’s criminal destruction at Tlatelolco, and 
the transformation of this crime into an object of horror. It is these subsequent young 
people who must deal with the historical legacies of Tlatelolco, and the burden of 
historical interpretation weighs upon them:  
una generación salida directamente de la herida abierta de Tlatelolco, como 
hormigas o como cigarras o como pus, pero que no habían estado en Tlatelolco ni 
en las luchas del 68. … [N]adie podía entenderlos, sus voces que no oíamos 
decían: no somos de esta parte del DF, venimos del metro, de los subterráneos del 
DF, de la red de las alcantarillas, vivimos en lo más oscuro y en lo más sucio, allí 
donde el más bragado de los jóvenes poetas no podría hacer otra cosa más que 
vomitar. (58) 
 
Unlike the morbidity with which Bartra, Poniatowska, and others trace the wounds 
inflicted upon individual bodies and the body of civil society, and the progress they 
imagine as healing or growth, Bolaño’s invocation of the wound of Tlatelolco more 
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properly describes the damage inflicted upon subsequent generations through this name 
overdetermined by historiographies of horror. The generations which emerge from these 
open wounds of historical interpretations do not resemble the character of Carlos from 
Jorge Fons’ Rojo amanecer (1989), who witnesses and survives the bloodshed as the 
living embodiment of future progress, growth, and healing which will close these 
wounds. The young people Lacouture speaks of, and whose utopian dreams – threadbare 
as they are – she hopes to shelter within her gaze, are a generation born from the 
originary double-mutilation of the bodies in the plaza and, as Lacouture claims at the 
very beginning of her tale by peering into the future, of the crimes against historical 
reason to come which foreclose upon alternative interpretations of 68. How this and 
subsequent generations could even attempt to renew the utopian task of imagining a 
different society and a different future begins in finding a new way to see 1968 as history.  
But Bolaño makes clear that it is no easy task to simply discard the visual 
historiographical mode of horror for the utopian or science fictional. Toward the novel’s 
close, Lacouture finds herself back in her time machine of a bathroom stall. Light playing 
off the tiles flashes in phantasmagorical images which Lacouture sees in a peculiar way: 
“todavía estoy en el lavabo de mujeres de la Facultad de Filosofía y Letras y la luna 
derrite una por una las baldosas de la pared hasta abrir un boquete por donde pasan 
imágenes, películas que hablan de nosotros y de nuestras lecturas y del futuro rápido 
como la luz y que no veremos” (118). The difference between this passage and 
Lacouture’s opening assertion that her story is one of terror is clear. Lacouture 
understands the visions she sees in her time machine are mediated by films about the 
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present and the future. But these films are no longer definitively horror films. Neither are 
they definitively science fiction films. Bolaño leaves these ultimate questions open, 
instead drawing our attention to the potential visual regimes which mediate the way we 
see our history. Perhaps it is impossible to destroy historical objects of horror. But, 
Bolaño suggests, if we begin by asserting the existence of different regimes of seeing 
history differently, we take the first step toward opening our relation to the past, present, 
and ultimately the future. Given the inevitable shortcomings or impossibilities of 
imagining alternative futures, what matters are the cultural materials available at a given 
moment to pursue these utopian projects. In the second half of this chapter, I will explore 
the cultural tendencies which form the building blocks of Bolaño’s broader utopian 
imaginary.  
Bolaño’s Utopian Pessimism 
One of the most interesting aspects of reading Amuleto as a meditation on the 
tension between horror and science fiction is that this tension abounds in other examples 
of Bolaño’s work. In Amuleto, science fiction and horror dramatize the visual regimes of 
open and closed histories. But moving beyond these specific questions of visual 
historiography to Bolaño’s broader utopian imaginary helps us answer questions left 
unaddressed in the first section. Tracing the tension between science fiction and horror 
through other texts in Bolaño’s oeuvre will contextualize his views of the student-popular 
movement within his wider thinking on the temporal and spatial dimensions of utopia. 
Such an approach provides a richer account of Bolaño’s utopianism, and why he found an 
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urgency in the occluded utopian legacies of a range of cultural phenomena during an era 
supposedly defined as the End of History.  
 Bolaño’s early text “Déjenlo todo, nuevamente: primer manifiesto infrarrealista” 
opens with a quotation from Soviet sci-fi writer Georgy Gurevich’s story “Infra Draconis: 
“Hasta los confines del sistema solar hay cuatro horas-luz; hasta la estrella más 
cercana, cuatro años-luz. Un desmedido océano de vacío. Pero ¿estamos 
realmente seguros de que sólo haya un vacío? Únicamente sabemos que en este 
espacio no hay estrellas luminosas; de existir, ¿serían visibles? ¿Y si existiesen 
cuerpos no luminosos u oscuros? ¿No podría suceder en los mapas celestes, al 
igual que en los de la tierra, que estén indicadas las estrellas-ciudades y omitidas 
las estrellas pueblos?” (“Déjenlo todo”) 
 
Several lines later, Bolaño remarks that the tiny stars shining down from mysterious 
realms in the universe in Gurevich’s story portend, among other things, “el Horror” 
(“Déjenlo todo”). Right from the outset of the young Bolaño’s manifesto, he places the 
potential existence of unknown celestial bodies into a potential relation with horror. How 
can we be sure nothing exists in the void of space, Bolaño asks, unless we are positive no 
invisible bodies exist? It is impossible to fully discard the potential existence of dark 
celestial bodies undetectable even to an eye aided by powerful telescopes. There are two 
interpretations of this situation. Either we view what we can only see and perceive as 
empty to be, in fact, a void. Or we can view deep space as a zone laden with potentialities 
which we may not be capable of perceiving. It should come as no surprise that Bolaño 
associated an emphasis on the merely perceptible, at the expense of the potential, with 
horror. But what if we summon a gaze into deep space which is open to potentiality? 
Does such a gaze provide any protection from horror?  
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 The closing lines from this manifesto shed light on these questions. In what could 
easily be read as outright dismissal of utopias, Bolaño writes: “Soñábamos con utopía y 
nos despertamos gritando” (“Déjenlo todo”). At a glance, it seems that Bolaño invokes 
the concept of utopia in its negative register, as a naïve or totalitarian idealism which 
invariably ends in catastrophe. But a more thorough reading should make us skeptical of 
this conclusion. Although he flirts with it, Bolaño does not posit any sort of causal 
relation between utopia and disaster. A relation exists, but Bolaño’s laconic remark 
simply heightens the polarization of his utopian dreams and scream-inducing reality. 
Moreover, given Bolaño’s science fictional emphasis on the potential existence of places 
and futures that we cannot perceive, it is useful to think through the linkage of utopia and 
horror as twin potentialities. Horror is not an inevitability. But neither is utopia a 
guaranteed bulwark against horror. Yet despite these uncertainties, Bolaño closes his 
manifesto with an allusion to André Breton: “DÉJENLO TODO, NUEVAMENTE” 
(“Déjenlo todo”). Through the device of repetition, Bolaño’s injunction to hit the road 
again speaks to an acknowledgement that even though one may dream of utopias and 
wake up screaming, such an outcome is no reason to give up on the task of dreaming. It is 
an acknowledgement that even under the best of circumstances, setting into motion what 
one thinks is a utopian process always contains the potential for abject horror. But such a 
position implies the converse is all also true. Even in horrific situations, the potential for 
new utopian processes also exists. One of the constitutive aspects of Bolaño’s utopianism 
is an understanding of the twin potentialities of utopia and horror as a way of thinking 
beyond epistemic closure. It is a form of utopian pessimism, which admits the potential 
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for utopian journeys to lead to catastrophe. Yet the very same pessimism leads to the 
converse conclusion. Already existing claims of systemic totality – such as the End of 
History – must likewise contain potentialities for alternatives trajectories. In this sense, 
Bolaño’s utopian pessimism serves a critical function as a heuristic for thinking through 
ideological cul de sacs.  
 We can see this heuristic function of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism in his late essay 
“Literatura + enfermedad = enfermedad.” The crux of this text is a reading of 
Baudelaire’s poem “Le voyage,” and even more specifically, Bolaño’s essay hinges on a 
reading of the French poet’s iconic verse: “¡En desiertos te tedio, un oasis de horror!” 
(151). Bolaño calls this poem a “callejón sin salida” with this verse in mind, as it points 
to the central paradox of one condition of modernity (148). The insatiable desire to 
escape boredom and flee to paradise all too often results in horror. Bolaño accentuates the 
horrific in his description of this central paradox: 
Para salir del aburrimiento, para escapar del punto muerto, lo único que tenemos a 
mano, y no tan a mano, también en esto hay que esforzarse, es el horror, es decir 
el mal. O vivimos como zombis, como esclavos alimentados con soma, o nos 
convertimos en esclavizadores, en seres malignos. (151)  
 
In Bolaño’s reading, chances of avoiding either becoming a slave or a slave driver seem 
bleak. Humanity seems doomed to a fate defined by either a subjugated existence or a 
predilection for evil. But Bolaño’s utopian pessimism breaks through and finds a 
potential rupture within this dead end. He calls this seemingly invisible third option an 
“entelequia,” and the utopian pessimism of this dream is unmistakable (154):  
Existe una tercera opción, acaso una entelequia, … encontrar lo nuevo, [esto] es la 
pobre bandera del arte que se opone al horror que se suma al horror, sin cambios 
sustanciales, de la misma forma que si al infinito se le añade más infinito, el 
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infinito sigue siendo lo mismo. Una batalla perdida de antemano, como casi todas 
las batallas de los poetas. (154-55) 
 
If the battle is lost even before it has begun, how is this so-called third option of plunging 
into the Novum a viable escape hatch in a world suffused with boredom and horror? Here 
we can read the “pobre” which characterizes the battle flag of art in the same register as 
Lacouture’s description of the “miserable” characteristics of utopia. That is, as a 
descriptor of the infinite maw which stretches between actually-existing art, and the full 
utopian promise of art. This gulf has less to do with the paltry material effects of art itself 
than it does with the true scope of its utopian potential. Yet despite acknowledging the 
divergence between art’s materiality and its potential, a divergence which mirrors the 
lack of coincidence between the promise of the voyage and its all-too-often final 
destination of horror, Bolaño echoes the closing lines of his “Manifiesto infrarrealista” by 
reasserting the need to take the trip anyways. The knowledge of our likelihood for failure 
notwithstanding, we must  
volver a empezar, aun a sabiendas de que de que el viaje y los viajeros están 
condenados. … Pero mientras buscamos el antídoto o la medicina para curarnos, 
lo nuevo, aquello que sólo se puede encontrar en lo ignoto, hay que seguir 
transitando por … los viajes, aun a sabiendas de que nos llevan al abismo, que es, 
casualmente, el único sitio donde uno puede encontrar el antídoto. (155-56)  
 
A few pages later, Bolaño closes his essay with another insistence that even though the 
adventure into the unknown may spit us out into an oasis of horror, “son caminos por los 
que hay que internarse y perderse para volverse a encontrar o para encontrar algo, lo que 
sea, un libro, un gesto, un objeto perdido, para encontrar cualquier cosa, tal vez un 
método, con suerte: lo nuevo, lo que siempre ha estado allí” (158). 
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 These passages clearly illustrate how the pessimism – and not the blind optimism 
–  of Bolaño’s utopian orientation leads him to the conclusion that we must leave 
everything, yet again. Because we know before we set out that many journeys into the 
unknown have ended in disaster, optimism of the intellect would amount to willful 
blindness and political negligence. But just as he is pessimistic on the potential 
emergence of utopia, he is likewise pessimistic that boredom and horror form the totality 
of our experience. Setting out on the voyage into the unknown, knowing it is probably 
doomed, conjures this pessimism about the present and reasserts the potential for utopian 
alternatives in the very gesture of embarking despite the odds. The use of the term 
‘método’ in this final sentence is deeply instructive in this regard. The journey into the 
unknown – metaphorical or literal – is a methodological expression of Bolaño’s utopian 
pessimism which dialogues with Ruth Levitas’ conception of utopia as a method for 
“[facilitating] genuinely holistic thinking about possible futures, combined with 
reflexivity, provisionality and democratic engagement with the principles and practices of 
those futures” (xi). This method of probing potential futures has a concomitant political 
task, which Levitas defines in the following terms: “If utopia is constrained both by 
possible imagination and imagined possibility, the political task is to push outwards the 
limits of both” (125).  
Bolaño’s method of utopian pessimism addresses the theoretical problem of the 
dead end. What happens if hegemonic ideologies and cultural paradigms do not just form 
a set of constraints, but are rather organized to refuse and defuse any potential alternative 
considerations? How can utopia as a method help us think through historical 
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circumstances which appear to lead down a blind alley and offer either resignation or 
horror? Bolaño’s utopian pessimism allows him to confront horror not as a constant 
transcendent force, but rather, in its ability to horrify, as a paradoxical manifestation of 
the Novum. His method produces this very contradiction as a means of reasserting the 
possibility of the New, even if this potentiality remains unrealized. If the path toward the 
new takes a horrific trajectory similar to other attempts to locate this ‘objeto perdido,’ 
confronting this contradiction of newness and repetition is simultaneously its partial 
resolution. The utopian task, for Bolaño, is not to imagine an ideal world in which horror 
does not exist, but to confront the horrors of the past, present, even the potential horrors 
of the future, and nonetheless still summon the capacity to imagine something radically 
new. In this sense, Bolaño’s utopian pessimism contains the creative germ necessary to 
spawn the productive contradictions Jameson identifies as one of utopia’s most important 
characteristics:  
The desire called Utopia must be concrete and ongoing, without being defeatist or 
incapacitating; it might therefore be better to follow an aesthetic paradigm and to 
assert that not only the production of the unresolvable contradiction is the 
fundamental process, but that we must imagine some form of gratification 
inherent in this very confrontation with pessimism and the impossible. (84)  
 
As Bolaño’s particular utopian pessimism demonstrates, this utopian method is 
capable of more than just eliciting gratification by producing and confronting 
contradictions. At its best, it represents a future-oriented mode of thinking which 
marshals pessimism for the task of destabilizing the presumed horrific inevitabilities of 
history. By acknowledging the recycled, repetitious nature of his utopian method, Bolaño 
admits its flaws as an a priori potential for catastrophe immanent in all things and 
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processes. This posture gives his utopianism both the flexibility and provisionality 
needed to think outside of prevailing historical frames, while simultaneously allowing 
him to pierce the aura of linear determinedness which halos particular historical 
manifestations of horror. Having outlined the contours of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism, 
we can now turn our attention to the temporal and spatial orientations of his thinking. 
Beyond Tlatelolco, we will explore how Bolaño’s utopianism conjures up specific 
cultural alternatives to question ingrained ways of seeing history. We will then examine 
how Bolaño envisions utopia’s potential to become concrete in a given spatial domain.  
Utopia and Horror through Time 
In the introductory essay to Bolaño’s posthumous novel El espíritu de la ciencia-
ficción, Christopher Domínguez Michael makes two observations about Bolaño as a 
writer which are germane to any understanding of his utopian pessimism and his ways of 
thinking through new modes of socially producing space and time. Domínguez Michael 
calls Bolaño the “mayor bardo” of Mexico City, in a nod to the quality of Bolaño’s odes 
to the city, and the central importance of this urban space and its geographic dynamics in 
Bolaño’s thinking (13). Domínguez Michael’s then notes that, for Bolaño, science fiction 
was not “una mera premonición de viajes espaciales, planetas extraterrestres habitados 
por alienígenas o colosales adelantos tecnológicos, sino un estado moral, la búsqueda 
invertida del tiempo perdido” (15). The invertedness of the search for lost time, of course, 
refers not to the past but to the future, or more properly to the multiple futures lost to us 
within progressive mythologies of history which paper over the non-inevitability of the 
catastrophic accumulation in the Angel of History’s wake. To better understand the 
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relationship between Bolaño’s treatments of the imagined geography of Mexico City and 
the imagined temporalities of lost futures, we will delve into the ways Bolaño’s concept 
of utopia – often expressed through the tropes of science fiction – is braided with his 
concept of horror as interwoven potentialities which manifest in space and time.  
 We can vividly see the dynamics of utopia and horror as twin temporal 
potentialities at play in two of Bolaño’s poems. The first poem is one of his several works 
entitled “Autorretrato” and, given the subject matter and title, can be read with Jameson’s 
argument in mind about the difference between experiential time and historical time. In 
the critical section, Bolaño writes: “Entre una punta y otra solo veo / mi propio rostro / 
que sale y entra del espejo / repetidas veces. / Como en una película de terror” 
(Universidad 430). A different poem, “Mi vida en los tubos de supervivencia,” features a 
poetic voice speeding through the eons on a flying saucer, looking down at the 
infinitesimal business of humanity on earth and trying to resist a creeping feeling of 
indifference. As the journey toward destiny continues, the voyager begins to dream and 
contemplates the incongruity of the vastness of dreams to the inevitable shortcomings of 
the voyage itself, in an attitude reminiscent of the “Literatura + enfermedad = 
enfermedad” essay. Bolaño writes:  
Y una bola de luz éramos el platillo y yo  
En las retinas de los pobres campesinos, una imagen perecedera  
Que no diría jamás lo suficiente acerca de mi anhelo  
Ni del misterio que era el principio y el final  
De aquel incomprensible artefacto. Así hasta la 
Conclusión de mis días, sometido al arbitrio de los vientos, 
Soñando a veces que el platillo se estrellaba en una serranía 
De América y mi cadáver casi sin mácula surgía 
Para ofrecerse al ojo de viejos montañeses e historiadores: 
Un huevo en un nido de hierros retorcidos. Soñando 
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Que el platillo y yo habíamos concluido la danza peripatética, 
Nuestra pobre crítica de la Realidad, en una colisión indolora  
Y anónima en alguno de los desiertos del planeta. Muerte 
Que no me traía el descanso, pues tras corromperse mi carne 
Aún seguía soñando. (Universidad 378) 
 
In the first poem, Bolaño expresses the solipsism of being condemned to a linear 
temporal understanding of his life through an image of his face flickering in a mirror like 
a horror film montage on loop. As a contrast, the images of the voyager’s flying saucer 
journey are imagined from multiple perspectives. There is the ‘imagen perecedera’ of the 
flying saucer captured on the campesino’s retina. The image of the wrecked spacecraft is 
examined by historians in the voyager’s dream. If the voyager seems to concede that 
these dreams of future wreckage might be an inevitable outcome, the simultaneous 
temporality of the poem allows the voyager to nonetheless assert that even if the promise 
of science fiction amounts to a ‘pobre crítica de la Realidad,’ the utopian longing is a 
force which transcends any strictly linear interpretation of the images of history, or any 
linear conception of an individual life. It is important to consider as well how science 
fiction’s ‘pobre crítica de la Realidad’ directly echoes Lacouture’s remarks on how the 
word “utopia” is ‘miserable,’ linking both concepts once again in the divergence between 
the expansive hopes encompassed by these concepts and the understandable 
disillusionment with provisional results. Bolaño’s exhortations to ‘leave everything, 
again’ and to embark on the voyage while knowing it might end in catastrophe are 
explained by this temporal dimension of his utopian pessimism. Taken together, these 
two poems suggest the future-oriented, non-linear time perspective afforded by science 
fiction acknowledges that any voyager might end up in the wreckage of a horror movie. 
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But no matter how the utopian wreckages of the past are viewed in the future, the utopian 
dream itself cannot be contained within the linear frame of a progressive history. 
 But what about the spatial dimension of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism? We have 
spent much of this chapter discussing Bolaño’s use of science fictional tropes as utopian 
heuristics to pierce the morbid historical gaze on the temporal plane. But given that 
utopia’s ambiguity as a concept simultaneously invokes a temporal, non-spatial 
component, as well as a spatial counterpart, it is critical to unpack the territorial domain 
of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism. Our earlier analysis of the historical object of horror led 
us to conclude that these ‘vases’ seem impossible to destroy. True agency lies in the way 
whether we regard them as brimming with eternal evil, or as filled with historical 
contingency. In many ways, it is instructive to consider Bolaño’s treatment of Mexico 
City as a spatial vessel for historical or temporal processes. As we will see, Bolaño’s 
Mexico City oscillates between a container for emancipatory and utopian energies and an 
apocalyptic landscape in which horror threatens to erupt at any moment.  
Utopia and Horror in Mexico City 
 In their photographic and essayistic exegesis of Roberto Bolaño’s Mexico, Dunia 
Gras, Leonie Meyer-Krentler, and Siqui Sánchez explore how Bolaño conceived of the 
geography of his adopted homeland. Gras et al. are insightfully attuned to the 
multifaceted nature of Bolaño’s Mexico: 
Si las grandes ciudades son monstruos cambiantes, proteicos, el DF es la mera 
cabeza de la hidra. No hay un solo México, es una entidad múltiple que se 
corresponde con la multiplicidad de voces que construyen ese México ficcional 
que representa Los detectives salvajes. Bolaño vivió en sus calles en plena 
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desilusión post-olímpica, donde el deambular de la ciudad le mostraba el camino 
en su educación sentimental y literaria. (11) 
 
The streets of the Distrito Federal gave Bolaño the opportunity to learn more than 
neighborhood geography. His flânerie was a practice of spatial exploration, and a method 
of searching for the Baudelairean Novum among the DF’s fluctuating and enigmatic 
urban sprawl. Wandering the streets, Bolaño engaged in the “espera tensional de lo 
maravilloso y lo desconocido mediante vibrantes ‘nodos’ en los cruces de las calles, cuya 
energía oculta se revela a quien sabe encontrarla” (Gras et al. 18). Yet while Gras et al. 
address the allure of the city’s spasmodic promise of the new, their contrasting reading of 
Bolaño’s concept of horror is a bit too dogmatic in geographic terms. For these critics, 
Bolaño’s exhilarating Mexico City contains the utopian New, while the chillingly 
familiar emergence of Horror is associated with Mexico’s northern region:  
El México de Bolaño se estructura, básicamente, en torno a dos polos: la capital, 
el DF, que encarna el México de la experiencia, del recuerdo, de sus años de 
juventud y de aprendizaje, y el Norte, que, a su vez, podría dividirse también en 
dos extremos: el México de los sueños, de la huida, de la invención, tal y como 
podemos ver en el itinerario en coche, enloquecido, sin sentido, por el desierto de 
Sonora, al final de Los detectives salvajes, y el México de la frontera, de la 
violencia, de la pesadilla, en ese ‘oasis de horror’ que es Santa Teresa en 2666. 
(11) 
 
While there is much to support their view of Bolaño’s vision of ‘el Norte’ as the territory 
where escape turns into enclosure, where dreams commingle with nightmares, these 
critics overlook the abundant evidence that these characteristics are not unique to the 
ways Bolaño imagines Mexico’s northern reaches. In fact, a closer look at Bolaño’s 
Mexico City reveals a megalopolis charged with a pulsating energy which promises the 
disclosure of the Novum and Horror alike.  
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 Bolaño’s Mexico City is defined as much by its potential for the utopian unknown 
as it is by its apocalyptic rumblings. For all the well-documented practices of Mexico 
City détournement found in Bolaño’s work, his depiction of the city’s energy as 
threatening to erupt in catastrophe is equally important to understand how he thought 
about the relationship between utopia and dystopia to the urban question. Although his El 
espíritu de la ciencia-ficción was published in 2016, it was actually written during the 
1980s, and as a quasi-precursor to his later seminal works this text offers a preliminary 
glimpse into Bolaño’s Mexico City imaginary.6 The DF his readers find there contains 
multitudes without discriminating against the utopian or the dystopian. Beyond its 
physical geography, Bolaño evokes “este otro México que a veces aparecía entre los 
pliegues de cualquier amanecida, mitad ganas rabiosas de vivir, mitad piedra de 
sacrificios” (103). This ‘otro México’ – laced with the potential for intense vitality or 
bloodshed – is a clear indication that Bolaño’s urban imaginary maps the productive 
contradictions of his utopian pessimism onto the cityscape of the Distrito Federal by 
translating the psychic dimension of urban space.  
In fact, throughout his Mexico City work, Bolaño makes explicit the city’s 
potential revelation as a container of intense vitality and horrific violence. Late in El 
espíritu de la ciencia-ficción, Bolaño’s character Remo encounters the intoxicating 
energy of the unknown in Mexico City in a paradigmatic image of flânerie:  
Los noctámbulos conducían sus coches de regreso a casa o a cualquier parte y los 
que trabajaban conducían sus coches rumbo al trabajo o se amontonaban en los 
                                                          
6 In a section following the main text of the 2016 Alfaguara edition, Bolaño’s heirs indicate that this novel, 
like much of his other work during the 1980s, was developed through extensive notes and brainstorming, 
handwritten drafts, and a final version. This section includes photographs of the notebooks Bolaño used to 
map out and draft this project. 
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peseros o esperaban la llegada del autobús que los llevaría al trabajo. El paisaje 
geométrico de los barrios, incluso los colores, tenían un aspecto provisorio, lleno 
de filigranas y de energía, y también se podía sentir, si uno aguzaba la vista y 
cierta locura latente, la tristeza en forma de destellos rápidos como si fuera 
Speedy Gonzales deslizándose sin razón ninguna o con alguna secreta razón por 
las grandes vías del DF. No una tristeza melancólica sino una tristeza demoledora, 
paradójica, que llamaba a la vida, la vida radiante, estuviera ésta donde estuviera. 
(186-87) 
 
This description of the city as veined with potentiality is an unmistakable manifestation 
of the psychogeography of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism. The ‘aspecto provisorio’ of his 
Mexico City is an index of the city’s twin potentials to mutate into either utopia or horror. 
Remo sees the latencies of the cityscape as an ambiguous ability to mutate, and the 
paradoxical sadness which is simultaneously so destructive and so full of life registers the 
range of Mexico City’s potential geography. The multiple potentialities of utopia and 
horror contained within a DF in constant metamorphosis illuminates Bolaño’s urban 
vision. In the opening section of Los detectives salvajes, García Madero looks out upon 
the DF cityscape from a rooftop and ruminates on how the sky above is “gris, pero 
brillante como si hubiera ocurrido un ataque nuclear” (69). Toward the end of the same 
section, García Madero looks out of a taxi window and sees the city as “un abismo” 
(124). At one point in Amuleto, Lacouture walks down avenida Guerrero, which Bolaño 
likens to “un río condenado por cuya corriente se deslizaban cadáveres o prospectos de 
cadáveres, automóviles negros que aparecían, desaparecían, y volvían a aparecer, los 
mismos o sus silenciosos ecos enloquecidos, como si el río del infierno fuera circular” 
(66). Earlier in the novel, Lacouture is at a café and hears strange noises emanating from 
the bowels of the building that she quickly realizes are the first rumblings of a 
catastrophe threatening to engulf the entire city:  
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los ruidos que estaban socavando no ya los cimientos de[l] [café] sino de la 
ciudad entera, como si me avisaran con algunos años de anticipación o con 
algunos siglos de retraso del destino del teatro latinoamericano, de la naturaleza 
doble del silencio y de la catástrofe colectiva de la que los ruidos inverosímiles 
suelen ser los heraldos. (43)  
 
While in each of these scenarios the portrayal of urban space is laced with the horrific 
and catastrophic, there is a provisionality to each description which underlines how the 
current mutant form of the cityscape is just one of its potential configurations as it filters 
through the perceptual apparatus and into the mind of the city dweller. Lacouture is not 
entirely sure if the ominous sounds she hears are the catastrophic echoes of the city’s or 
continent’s future or past, if the entire city or continent is about to cave in, or if they are 
just eerie noises. Likewise, Lacouture is unsure if the gory vision of bodies floating down 
Avenida Guerrero are images of cadavers or ‘prospectos de cadáveres,’ potential future 
bodies whose fate is not necessarily sealed. The abyss García Madero sees out of his 
window is jarring, but he emphatically states that it is “un abismo que por otra parte no 
me atemorizaba” (Detectives 124). The same Mexico City landscape which from the 
rooftop looks to him like the aftermath of a nuclear attack also contains giant buildings 
which seem “venidas de otro planeta, otro planeta, además, inverosímil” (70).  
These slippages between a Mexico City threatening to morph into a horrorscape 
and the flashes of some other, even otherworldly Mexico City, more properly belonging 
to another dimension, operate as the spatial potentialities of Bolaño’s utopian pessimism. 
Mexico City affords its flâneurs glimpses of the Novum, for example in García Madero’s 
experience in the jardín Morelos, “en cuyos rincones se adivina una vida secreta,” a 
Novum also interlaced with the potential for horror, as the park is also described as 
77 
 
“vacío y fantasmal” (Detectives 92). Lacouture nods to the city’s polar spatial 
potentialities by describing herself as a “habitante del DF alado y del DF subterráneo” 
(Amuleto 27). But the ambiguous status of the space of Mexico City perhaps reaches its 
apotheosis in a passage from El espíritu de la ciencia-ficción, wherein Jan writes a letter 
to a science fiction writer and describes his city as spinning like a 
peonza brillantísima, pero algunas áreas parecen más opacas, más vacías; son 
como lunares intermitentes; la ciudad gira feliz en medio del diluvio y los lunares 
laten, desde aquí pareciera que se ensanchan como una sien enferma o como 
pulmones negros ajenos al brillo que intenta darles la lluvia. A veces tengo la 
impresión de que consiguen tocarse: llueve, caen relámpagos, y un círculo opaco 
en un esfuerzo supremo roza otro círculo opaco. Pero no pasan de allí. De 
inmediato se contraen en sus áreas y siguen latiendo. (173) 
 
This image of Mexico City as a spinning top flecked with pulsating zones stands in stark 
contrast to the image in Amuleto of the Colonia Guerrero transformed into a cemetery. 
Although it is filled with similar images of disembodied lungs, Jan’s Mexico City is 
visualized by a very different eye than the one depicted in Amuleto that sees a continuity 
of graveyards because it has forgotten how to see anything else. The gaze which is 
capable of capturing the Mexico City Jan writes of is not a morbid gaze upon the 
chronology of history. It is a gaze situated at an intergalactic vantage point, capable of 
glimpsing Mexico City in all its chaotic and uncertain energy. Jan’s gaze upon space 
allows him to see potential calamities resulting from two dark zones brushing against 
each other. But from his deep space lookout Jan also sees this catastrophic potential 
recede, though never fully. Nonetheless, Mexico City’s continued vertiginous and 
uncertain spin is still visible.  Once again, Bolaño asserts the intertwined nature of utopia 
and catastrophe, but this time through a Mexico City imaginary which encompasses 
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visions of the city whose mysterious premonitions of the utopian Novum intoxicate its 
urban wanderers, and whose ominous signs of apocalyptic horror lurk in many corners. 
Bolaño leaves his urban question – will we have cities of dread or euphoria? – undecided 
and open, not just to stress that Mexico City is both, but to emphasize how the 
configuration of urban space as either utopian or horrific is always provisional and 
potential. Like our understanding of the unfolding of history, the way we see the city as a 
receptacle of history is in flux.  
Bolaño’s Utopian Imaginary and the Paris Commune 
 Now that we have sketched out the temporal and spatial modalities of Bolaño’s 
utopian pessimism, we can turn our attention to the composition of his utopian imaginary 
in his two other Mexico City novels – Los detectives salvajes and El espíritu de la 
ciencia-ficción. Reading the spatial and temporal dimensions of Bolaño’s utopianism 
pessimism in these texts allows us to unpack the cultural regimes that mediate the way 
Bolaño – and his characters – see geographic space and historical time. As a preliminary 
note, it is worth recalling the strange temporality of Amuleto. As soon as Lacouture’s 
retinas capture the events unfolding at the CU, time explodes in all directions and she 
begins to remember the future from the past. Curiously, Los detectives salvajes has an 
almost identical temporality. The first and third sections, comprised of Juan García 
Madero’s first-person diary, take place between November 2, 1975 and February 15, 
1976. The 400-page middle section is a fictional oral history featuring testimony from a 
profusion of characters, famous and unknown, and takes place between 1976 and 1996. 
The aesthetic effect of the distended past-present of 1976, bisected by 30 years of history, 
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is tantamount to remembering the future from the past. By the time the reader returns to 
the second half of García Madero’s diary, the residue of Arturo Belano’s and Ulises 
Lima’s trajectories over two decades cover the rest of the narration of 1975 and 1976. 
The effect produces a simultaneous, overlapping temporality in which the future is 
recalled from the past. The novel’s final lines – García Madero’s rhetorical question of 
“¿Qué hay detrás de la ventana?” – underline the novel’s time-travelling structure (609). 
Readers have just read 400 pages of what lies beyond the narrow window of the present 
and they can already remember the characters’ futures.  
The long middle section of Los detectives salvajes can also be construed to have a 
similar but inverted temporality. While the testimonial recollections run in chronological 
order from 1976-1996, one character, the erstwhile avant-garde poet Amadeo Salvatierra, 
provides testimony which is interspersed throughout the middle section but is always 
dated from 1976. Salvatierra’s testimony runs like a deep vein of standstill history 
embedded in the chronological flow of time. In talking to Salvatierra, Belano and Lima 
gather information about the mythic poet Cesárea Tinajero, whom they search for in 
Sonora during the novel’s final section. As such, the sections with Salvatierra flash 
between episodes in Belano’s and Lima’ lives posterior to the search for Tinajero, and 
have the effect, once again, of forcing a remembrance of the future – after the journey 
into the desert – from the past before the journey began. Considering the doubly 
anachronistic temporality of Los detectives salvajes provides two insights into Bolaño’s 
utopian imaginary. First, it invites the reader to reconsider the cultural regimes and 
modes of seeing which hold on to the history and its idealized spatial relations. Second, it 
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gestures toward a science fictional prolepsis that foregrounds the struggle to remember 
that the future, and its spatial relations, are the product of infinite contingencies. History, 
therefore, remains open and uncolonized. 
 Given that Los detectives salvajes is such a sprawling novel, a good entry into the 
utopian imaginary expressed in it is the figure of Cesárea Tinajero, the avant-garde poet 
and contemporary of the Estridentistas whom Belano and Lima are hoping to track down. 
When pressed, Belano and Lima tell Salvatierra they want to find Tinajero “por México, 
por Latinoamérica, por el Tercer Mundo” (553). Right after this affirmation Salvatierra 
looks at them “y los v[io] como si estuvieran al otro lado de una ventana, uno con los 
ojos abiertos y el otro con los ojos cerrados, pero los dos mirando, ¿mirando hacia 
afuera?, ¿mirando hacia dentro?” (553-54). It is not implausible that the window through 
which Salvatierra imagines the boys is the utopian frame, beyond which, eyes open or 
closed, one attempts to see the not-yet. This conversation with Salvatierra is the final 
scene of the middle section, just before the final, 150 pages of García Madero’s diary. As 
we already know, this third section ends with a character gazing through a window into 
the not-yet. The window as the utopian frame also forms the final image of the first 
section as well. This section ends with Belano, Lima, Lupe and García Madero fleeing 
the Font house to begin their journey north, to escape Lupe’s pimp and to find Tinajero. 
One of the last images before embarking upon this journey – a utopian journey to 
uncover the New – is the image of a shadow which García Madero sees through the car’s 
rear window: “En esa sombra, enmarcada por la ventana, se concentraba toda la tristeza 
del mundo” (136-37). If there was any doubt that these windows represent the utopian 
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frame into the not yet, García Madero describes the chaotic scene before the quartet 
drives off into the unknown as something belonging to “una película de ciencia ficción” 
(136). In effect, the novel’s central narrative conceit of the journey to find the totemic 
poet of the lost avant-garde is a utopian journey that implicates the relation of 1976 to the 
past, and the spatial relations among Mexico, Latin America, and the Third World in the 
past, present and future.  
 The utopian nature of the search for Tinajero is confirmed in another episode of 
Salvatierra’s testimony. In this section, Salvatierra gives Belano and Lima a chance to 
read one of Tinajero’s only surviving poems. The text is entitled “Sión,” and Salvatierra 
admits he does not understand it. Astonished by the chance to read their lodestar poet, the 
boys begin puzzling over the enigma of this poem. The poem itself consists of only three 
lines – one straight, one sinuous, and one jagged. On each line there is a small rectangle. 
Finally, the boys offer Salvatierra a creative reading. They grab pencils, and on top of 
each small rectangle, add a vertical line and a triangle. This intervention transforms each 
rectangle into a ship, complete with sail, set on the calm, choppy, and tempestuous seas 
of each respective line. As a result of this transformation, the boys declare the poem’s 
title can be read as a shortened version of the word “Navegación.” For his part, 
Salvatierra is both perplexed and astounded, and wonders if the title could also mean the 
slangy affirmation “Simón,” or some other “afirmación en caló lanzada desde el pasado” 
(400-1). His reservation about the poem’s title notwithstanding, the text undoubtedly 
represents a call to Belano and Lima from the deep past and the future. Thus “Sión” can 
be read as the clearest indication of the utopian nature of the journey to find Tinajero. In 
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addition to the other readings hazarded, the title of the poem can of course also be read as 
the Spanish version of the promised land of “Zion” in Judeo-Christian thought. But in 
light of Bolaño’s reading of Baudelaire’s “The Voyage,” Bolaño also takes pains to 
highlight the undecided and provisional nature of any utopian journey. If the journey to 
find Tinajero represents the utopian voyage par excellence, Bolaño never discards the 
possibility that the journey to find her could lead to horror as well. His use of a future-
oriented temporality does not highlight the tragic fate awaiting any utopian journey, but 
rather underscores the retained potentiality, openness, and undecidability of the final 
historical significance of any utopian journey, even if its travelers confront unspeakable 
horror along the way. Tinajero is undoubtedly the stand-in for the utopian relation to the 
past avant-gardes, but nowhere is her ultimately ambiguous status more salient than in an 
offhand comment from Ernesto San Epifanio, in which he claims “Cesárea Tinajero es el 
horror” (85). Given that Tinajero represents the impetus for the utopian journey, by also 
associating her with horror, Bolaño envisions her as an avatar of the intertwined potential 
of utopia and horror within historical and geographic relations. Tinajero’s embodiment of 
this twin potentiality sheds light on Bolaño’s method for visualizing the utopian potential 
buried within reified conceptions of the histories and spatial relations of the utopianisms 
of the past. 
In his “Literatura + enfermedad = enfermedad” essay, Bolaño singles out 
Baudelaire as the poet who began transforming the field of poetry into modern verse. 
What was new about this poetry was, according to Bolaño, how “en sus versos se 
prefiguraban los grandes problemas que iba a afrontar Europa y nuestra cultura occidental 
83 
 
durante el siglo XX y que aún están por resolver,” a set of problems which include “[l]a 
revolución, la muerte, el aburrimiento, y la huida” (143). If Baudelaire initiated this cycle 
of poetry, “adquiere su máxima tensión con … Rimbaud” (143). What is most striking 
about Bolaño’s gloss of this poetic revolution is not just his reading of the clairvoyant 
nature of this verse, but of how the problems these poets identify remain unresolved in 
the present day. These few lines present a critique of the present communicated as the 
remembrance of what is unsettled in the future from the perspective of the past. It is no 
accident that Bolaño comments on the prophetic nature of nineteenth-century French 
poetry and, in almost the same breath, brings up Rimbaud, the archetypical modern 
bohemian who declared that the poet of the future must “make oneself a seer” (377). By 
recasting the visionary nature of modern verse as yet another vector in his utopian 
temporal imaginary, Bolaño opens up history to discussions not of causality, but of the 
intractable and unresolved. This notion illuminates a section on Rimbaud in Los 
detectives salvajes in which the utopias of Arthur Rimbaud’s world come into contact 
with the space of Mexico. Many years later, the hidden relations between these two 
spaces will emerge as another poet named Arturo embarks on a different utopian journey.  
At the beginning of the middle section, two characters recall a time when Ulises 
Lima recited Rimbaud’s famous poem “Le coeur volé.” Afterwards, Lima proceeds to 
explain the poem’s significance by giving “una historia bastante singular” of the genesis 
of this poem (158). Lima claims the poem is autobiographical and recounts Rimbaud’s 
horrific encounter with a group of soldiers as he journeyed on foot to the Paris Commune. 
Rimbaud’s journey is, of course, a mythic utopian voyage. As Wallace Fowlie notes, 
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although “Rimbaud’s heart was with the Commune,” there is scant historical evidence he 
ever set foot in Paris during the six fleeting weeks of its existence (520). Nevertheless, 
Lima’s story is less about the exact circumstances of Rimbaud’s historical relation to the 
Paris Commune than it is to the historical relation between the Paris Commune and 
Mexico. In Lima’s version, the soldiers and the ‘caporal’ who attacked Rimbaud on his 
journey are “veteranos de la invasión francesa a México” (159). It is worth quoting 
Lima’s account at length: 
en 1865 la columna del coronel Libbrecht, que tenía que ocupar Santa Teresa, en 
Sonora, dejó de enviar noticias, y que un tal coronel Eydoux, comandante en la 
plaza que servía de depósito de suministros de las tropas que operaban en esa 
zona del noreste mexicano, envió un destacamento de treinta jinetes en dirección 
a Santa Teresa. El destacamento iba al mando del capitán Laurent y de los 
tenientes Rouffanche y González, este último monárquico mexicano. Dicho 
destacamento … llegó a un pueblo cercano a Santa Teresa, llamado Villaviciosa, 
al segundo día de marcha, y nunca pudo encontrar a la columna de Libbrecht. 
Todos los hombres, menos el teniente Rouffanche y tres soldados que murieron 
en el acto, fueron hechos prisioneros mientras comían en la única fonda del 
pueblo, entre ellos el futuro caporal, entonces un recluta de veintidós años. Los 
prisioneros, atadas las manos y amordazados con cuerdas de cáñamo, fueron 
llevados ante el que fungía como jefe militar de Villaviciosa y un grupo de 
notables del pueblo. El jefe era un mestizo al que llamaban indistintamente 
Inocencio o el Loco. Los notables eran campesinos viejos, la mayoría descalzos, 
que miraron a los franceses y luego se retiraron en conciliábulo a un rincón. Al 
cabo de media hora y tras un breve tira y afloja entre dos grupos claramente 
diferenciados, los franceses fueron llevados a un corral cubierto en donde los 
despojaron de ropas y zapatos y poco después un grupo de captores se dedicó a 
violarlos y torturarlos durante el resto del día. A las doce de la noche degollaron 
al capitán Laurent. El teniente González, dos sargentos y siete soldados fueron 
llevados a la calle principal y a la luz de las antorchas fueron lanceados por 
sombras que montaban sus propios caballos. Al amanecer, el futuro caporal y 
otros dos soldados consiguieron romper sus ligaduras y huir a campo traviesa. 
Nadie los persiguió, pero sólo el caporal logró sobrevivir y contar su historia. Al 
cabo de dos semanas de vagar por el desierto llegó a El Tajo. Fue condecorado y 
aún permaneció en México hasta 1867, fecha en que regresó a Francia con el 
ejército de Bazaine … que se retiraba de México abandonando a su suerte al 




Several aspects of this apocryphal history are noteworthy. Villaviciosa, the site of 
decolonial bloodletting by the pueblo’s military and campesino leaders, is the exact 
location where Belano, Lima, Lupe and García Madero finally track down Cesárea 
Tinajero just before she is murdered by Lupe’s pimp. Upon arriving at this border town, 
Lima describes Villaviciosa as “un pueblo de fantasmas … [un] pueblo de asesinos 
perdidos del norte de México, el reflejo más fiel de Atzlán” (601). The resulting double-
exposure image is of a Mexican village which in the 19th century retaliated against its 
colonial occupiers with retributive violence, and the same village one hundred years later 
as ghost town populated by murderers. From this scene, a lone French soldier returns 
from formerly-occupied Mexico to the metropolis, commits an act of violence against the 
poet Rimbaud, and then helps snuff out the utopian insurrection of the Paris Commune. 
But while Villaviciosa still bears the spectral marks of its violent legacies, it is also the 
home to the mythic figure of Cesárea Tinajero and the mythic Aztec homeland of Atzlán. 
These ligatures –between insurrectionary and counterrevolutionary violence, between the 
horrors of war and occupation and the utopias of poetry and the homeland – do not just 
bind the Villaviciosa of the past to the present. Bolaño also implicates the spatial 
relations between the periphery and core of a nascent nineteenth-century capitalism and 
its twentieth-century form as a deep structural issue of his utopian imaginary. By linking 
the Paris Commune and its suppression to the occupation and counterinsurgency 
campaigns in Mexico, Bolaño problematizes the utopian wish fulfillment mechanism of 
spatial secession as an imaginary severing of utopia’s integral connection to the horrors 
of exploitation. In other words, Bolaño does not just suggest that we should understand 
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the tragic fate of the communards as the result of counterrevolutionary French armies 
reimporting colonial martial rule back to the metropolis. He also signals that no matter 
how pure one’s utopian commitment, we cannot lose sight of the unequal spatial relations 
which can form a blind spot in any utopian imaginary. The Paris Commune was not just 
born out of the ashes of the Second Empire, only to be extinguished by the expelled 
forces of the Mexican invasion. The Paris Commune was also born out of a rebellion in 
what was not yet called the Third World, by a people whose territories remain in a 
position of economic subjugation to the Global North. On the emergence of these stark 
spatial inequities in the nineteenth century, historian Eric Hobsbawm writes:  
Of all the economic consequences of the age of dual revolution this division 
between the ‘advanced’ and the ‘underdeveloped’ countries proved to be the most 
profound and the most lasting. Roughly speaking by 1848 it was clear which 
countries were to belong to the first group…. But it was equally clear that the rest 
of the world was, apart from small patches, lagging, or turning – under the 
informal pressure of western exports and imports or the military pressure of 
western gunboats and military expeditions – into economic dependencies of the 
west. … [This division] would remain immovable, untraversed, and indeed 
growing wider, between the minority and the majority of the world’s inhabitants. 
No fact has determined the history of the twentieth century more firmly than this. 
(181) 
 
The division between ‘advanced’ countries and their dependences likewise formed a 
fissure in the utopianism of the Commune. Massimiliano Tomba argues that more than 
just a challenge to the Second Empire’s sovereignty, the Paris Commune represented a 
threat to the capitalist order. The brutality of its suppression was conducted “almost 
industrially, as if to remind people that there were no alternatives to the time and place of 
the capital” (Tomba). The threat to capital moved beyond radical formal democracy, and 
extended into the sphere of subjectivity itself: “Far from being a legal-political model to 
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be realized, the Commune was a political practice that sought to define a new 
institutional fabric and a new subjectivity,” a subjectivity Tomba calls, paraphrasing 
Louise Michel, “the poetry of the unknown” (Tomba).  
Yet despite the ephemeral promise of this political journey into the unknown 
through the creation of new political subjects, the Commune was not just snuffed out by 
the temporal counterrevolutionary violence. Its potential was also undone via a major 
blind spot in its utopian spatial relation to the French periphery. For Tomba, this blind 
spot did not point to Mexico but to Algeria, whose own rebellious stirrings took 
inspiration from the Commune. Tragically, many of the communards were “ready to 
challenge the political order,” but were “not ready to question the colonial order” 
(Tomba). Algerian rebels would have to wait the better part of a century for their 
revolutionary uprisings to achieve political independence from France, although the 
question of economic dependence remains unresolved. Through this episode in 
Villaviciosa’s history, Bolaño gestures toward a historico-spatial reading of the utopian 
efflorescence of the Paris Commune as inextricable from the potential horrors of colonial 
subjugation. It is true the Commune as a political form was cut down before these 
emancipatory dreams were fully realized. But it is also true that a maximalist 
interpretation of the utopian dreams embodied in the liberation of Paris can only be truly 
found if we take into account corresponding utopian dreams to liberate Algiers, and, for 
that matter, Villaviciosa as well. 
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Bolaño’s Utopian Imaginary and Estridentópolis 
In spatial terms, the fracturing of the capitalist world into a core and dependencies 
represents a central component of the litany of unresolved issues from the nineteenth 
century that Bolaño identifies as lingering in the present. But this unresolved tension does 
not just exist as an evolving horrorscape of global inequality. It also exists as an 
unresolved tension within the utopian imaginaries of the past and present, in their 
historical erasures of economic dependence, and in the cultural strategies they offer for 
reimagining these historical and spatial relations. Returning now to Los detectives 
salvajes, Bolaño envisions the Mexican invasion and the Paris Commune, Villaviciosa 
and Atzlán, as waves of utopian or horrific potentiality orbiting the figure of Cesárea 
Tinajero. The analogic relation that begins to emerge links the potentiality of utopia and 
horror in the dimensions of time and space to the question of culture. What sort of culture 
would accompany the emergent political form of utopia to usher in a new subjectivity? 
How could a new spatial and historical relation be forged on the basis of ‘a poetry of the 
new?’ Here it is instructive to trace the connection between the spatial and temporal 
dynamics of Bolaño’s utopianism to his reading of the legendary 1920s Mexican avant-
garde scene in which Tinajero took part. 
In Baudelaire’s famous essay “The Painter of Modern Life,” he argues the task of 
any artist in search of the Novum is “to extract from fashion whatever element it may 
contain of poetry within history, to distil the eternal from the transitory” (12). This 
peculiar quality of life in Baudelaire’s Paris was, for him, encapsulated in the term 
modernity, which he defined as “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of 
89 
 
art whose other half is the eternal and the immutable” (13). An astute reader of 
Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin understands the paradox of a regime of cultural production 
based on this definition of modernity. The exigencies of modern capitalism required the 
poet not only to capture the eternal with the pen, but also to produce distillations of the 
eternal from the fleeting excitations of the new at a breakneck clip. Thus Benjamin 
argues that such an ethos of cultural production “favors the overtaxing of the productive 
person in the name of a principle: the principle of 'creativity.' This overtaxing is all the 
more dangerous because, even as it flatters the self-esteem of the productive person, it 
effectively protects the interests of a social order that is hostile to him” (The Writer 100). 
Baudelaire’s desire “[to] be rocked between extremes” of the splenetic and the idyllic is 
less a cultural strategy for subverting the social order of a nascent capitalism than it is a 
symptom of the violent toll modernity exacts on its subjects as they are tossed between 
the syncopation of industrial life and the cheap thrills of the commodities on display at 
the department stores (The Writer 124).  
The cultural innovations of a modern artist like Baudelaire are, according to 
Benjamin, best understood as an embodiment of the contradictory impulses of his age, 
simultaneously offering readers a portal into the new even as this newness is 
commodified and the artist is proletarianized. As a result, Baudelaire’s poetry gives an 
account of the aesthetic paroxysms of life within the social relations of production in his 
era, but it does not amount to ‘the poetry of the new,’ or a cultural force capable of 
“[making] the continuum of history explode,” as Benjamin puts it (“Theses” 261). This 
regime of cultural modernity finds its analogue in a historical understanding of the 
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Commune which contrasts the fleetingness of the political form of the Commune with the 
eternal force of historical progress impelling society forward. Such a view negates the 
Commune’s fraught geopolitical relationship with the capitalist periphery. But it also 
traffics in what Benjamin calls this historicist “‘eternal’” image of the past, and not a 
contemporary “experience” with that past in the present, neutralizing potential 
historiographies which would open up new trajectories within the Commune out toward 
an unknown future (“Theses” 262). Put differently, casting the gaze of modernity upon 
the Paris Commune, a historical spectator might see a transient political form, but also 
some expression of the eternal and indomitable human spirit’s desperate but doomed 
struggle to forge the good society. This vision comes at the expense of thinking through 
the contingencies which doomed the Commune, and the contingent present as but one 
possible spatiotemporal offshoot of previous contingencies, itself harboring potential for 
a multiplicity of contingent futures. But most of all, accepting the cultural gaze of 
modernity precludes the construction of alternative modes of seeing history.  
Bolaño’s historico-spatial reading of the utopian irruption of the Commune traces 
the successes, failures, and evolution of attempts to forge the poetry of the new across 
time and space. If, in Baudelaire and Rimbaud, he finds the identification of the 
fundamental tensions of modernity which linger throughout history and geopolitics as the 
neuralgia of the unresolved, Bolaño views the avant-garde as a provisional utopian 
attempt to move beyond a testimonial and experiential cultural regime of the modern and 
collapse the distance between revolutionary politics and revolutionary culture. During 
Salvatierra’s conversations with Belano and Lima, the topic of the Mexican Estridentista 
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movement is mentioned several times. The appearance of this 1920s avant-garde 
movement should come as no surprise because Cesárea Tinajero had previously been an 
Estridentista before launching the first iteration of Realismo Visceral as a breakaway 
movement. Throughout these discussions of Tinajero and the Estridentistas, Bolaño takes 
pains to emphasize the relationship between the artistic avant-garde and the nascent 
Mexican revolutionary state. In fact, Tinajero and many of her contemporaries move to 
Veracruz where they collaborated on both their artistic projects and the political affairs of 
the state. In the revolutionary General Diego Carvajal the Estridentistas found an 
aesthetic and political fellow traveler. When he became governor of Veracruz, many 
Estridentias, Tinajero included, travelled to Jalapa to work under the auspices of his 
revolutionary government. In addition to the administrative jobs he provided, Salvatierra 
remembers Carvajal as the great patron of the arts in general, and of the Estridentistas in 
particular. The avant-garde movement and the Mexican general turned governor found 
common cause in their desires to consolidate the revolutionary fervor in Mexico and 
channel it into a project of building a new kind of city. They called this city – their utopia 
– Estridentópolis, which Salvatierra describes as “la ciudad vanguardista,” intimating a 
fusion of the avant-garde’s disruptions of everyday life with a novel built environment 
and a new model of the political community (355). This utopian project was cut short, as 
General Carvajal was assassinated in 1930, suffering the same tragic fate of many of his 
contemporaries in the bloody postscript of the Mexican Revolution. But in a telling 
moment, Salvatierra does not describe the lack of enduring fruit borne of the 
Estridentópolis project as a failure. Rather than describe the city as an urban form whose 
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birth pangs were felt by many but which would never see the light of day, Salvatierra 
insists that “Estridentópolis era una ciudad possible, al menos posible en los vericuetos de 
la imaginación” (355).  
After the assassination of their political and artistic patron, the prospects of 
continuing to build Estridentópolis turned gloomy. But even before General Carvajal’s 
death, Tinajero decides to leave Jalapa for Sonora and abandon the utopian project. 
Salvatierra recounts his utter confusion at Tinajero’s decision to Lima and Belano. He 
remembers urging her to stay and press onward with the Estridentistas and finish building 
their ideal city. This leads to a deeply revealing exchange. Tinajero responds by saying 
“nunca había sido estridentista sino real visceralista,” to which Salvatierra exclaims, “yo 
también, … todos los mexicanos somos más real visceralistas que estridentistas, pero qué 
importa, el estridentismo y el realismo visceral son sólo dos máscaras para llegar a donde 
de verdad queremos llegar. … A la modernidad, Cesárea, … a la pinche modernidad” 
(460). Although Salvatierra never does get a full answer from Tinajero as to why she is 
leaving Estridentópolis, he does gets a brief clue in his final conversation with her before 
she disappears. Just before Tinajero gives her final farewell to Salvatierra, they begin to 
discuss politics. But he notices something has changed with her, “como si la política y 
ella hubieran enloquecido juntas,” a prime example of which is Tinajero’s new 
conviction that “la revolución mexicana iba a llegar en el siglo XXII” (461).  
In these passages we can glimpse how Bolaño views the vicissitudes of the 1920s 
Mexican political and artistic avant-gardes as fraught with utopian energy. The cultural 
and political ferment of these years roiled established doxas. But the Estridentistas 
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represented a unique tendency in the way they hoped their art might, in the words of 
Montserrat Madariaga Caro, “incidiera en las vidas de las personas” (Madariaga). This 
desire to precipitate a convergence of art and everyday life, to generate a ‘poetry of the 
new’ that would coincide with a revolutionary politics, made the Estridentistas especially 
important in Bolaño’s utopian imaginary. But moreover, Bolaño’s interest in the 
Estridentistas is also a historical gesture. Madariaga also argues the function of the 
Estridentistas in Los detectives salvajes is to link the 1970s emergence of real 
visceralismo with their avant-garde predecessors “a través del eslabón perdido de 
Tinajero” and thus establishing “un canon vanguardista en México” which includes both 
movements (Madariaga). But given Bolaño’s reading of the unresolved tensions of 
modernity through time and space, we can move a step beyond Madariaga’s 
interpretation. Bolaño’s understanding of the Estridentistas hinges on the utopianism of 
their attempt to collapse the production of the new into the business of everyday life 
within in the city of Estridentópolis. For Bolaño, the Estridentistas attempted to construct 
a city in which the poetry of the new would be the purview of all. Moreover, the 
aesthetics of the Estridentista project also help to expose the historically-contingent 
decline of their utopian city as rooted in the both shortcomings of their own imaginary, 
and in the consolidation of power under the aegis of an alternative vision of the Mexican 
Revolution in the Distrito Federal.  
What is novel about the Estridentista’s utopianism for Bolaño, is, first, his 
understanding of the dynamics of constructing utopia from the periphery. Salvatierra 
desperately tries to convince Tinajero that it doesn’t particularly matter what they call 
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their shared iconoclastic spirit, estridentista or real visceralista. What matters is that these 
‘máscaras’ are a regime of cultural mediation aimed at accelerating history to arrive at 
modernity. But what would it mean to arrive at modernity? Would it be the same kind of 
urban capitalist modernity Baudelaire was documenting in Paris in the previous century? 
Or would it be something truly novel, capable of encompassing the emancipatory dreams 
of those residing in the periphery and denied inclusion in the utopian imaginaries of the 
Commune? If the construction of Estridentópolis really would mark the emergence of a 
genuinely new subjectivity, political form, and aesthetic regime, why describe its 
completion with the same term of modernity from which the very unresolved struggles to 
establish Estridentópolis were born? Tinajero’s declaration that the true Mexican 
revolution would arrive in the twenty-second century is not just a premonition or 
indictment of the incipient cooptation of the Mexican revolution by the PRI party (the 
revolutionary Cárdenas’ years standing as an outlier). It is also a reminder of the true 
nature of the utopian task: the need to constantly overhaul the utopian imaginary to 
provide alternative temporal and spatial possibilities to present conditions.  
 Why does Bolaño emphasize both the genealogical importance of the Estridentista 
utopian imaginary and, through Tinajero, its transformation? Silvia Pappe sheds light on 
the historical context of the actual attempt to build this utopian city in Veracruz, and why 
this project was cut short. Here, contrasting the historical record with the universe of Los 
detectives salvajes is instructive. In 1924, General Heriberto Jara assumed the 
governorship of Veracruz and invited many Estridentistas to participate in educational 
and cultural projects under the auspices of his government (13). If this epoch was the 
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high-water mark for actually existing Estridentópolis, in September 1927 the tide began 
to recede as General Jara’s administration was ousted by forces Pappe describes as 
emblematic of “las prácticas usadas en los procesos de la centralización del poder político 
que tienden a la eliminación de los proyectos más radicales” (14). But alongside the 
lingering social conflicts, political struggles, and urban and institutional reconfigurations 
during the 1920s, Pappe identifies the emergence of a historical phenomenon neglected 
by traditional historiography of this period. After years of continued upheaval, Pappe 
argues to that part of the utopian sensibility of the Estridentistas was their irreverent 
perceptual schemas for deriving knowledge from the temporal and spatial dynamics of 
their changing world. Of the Estridentista gaze, Pappe writes:  
la mirada estridentista percibe ante todo lo fragmentario, los procesos abiertos, lo 
indecible y lo caótico de su época. Lo que son los veinte en tanto experiencia y 
percepción, no en tanto significado que se lograría establecer en años posteriores. 
… [L]a transformación de la mirada y las perspectivas, el impacto sobre el 
espacio y el tiempo, la percepción de uno mismo como sujeto fragmentado en un 
mundo fragmentado que se encuentra en un proceso de trasformación 
posiblemente más radical de lo que las historias de la revolución permitan ver. 
(21; 23-24) 
 
Despite the clear links between Estridentópolis and the ephemeral tenure of what 
could be called General Jara’s Estridentista government, Pappe cautions us not to simply 
map the correspondences between the utopian city and the historical city of Jalapa. For 
Pappe, the novelty of the Estridentista gaze points us less toward an exploration of an 
architectural urbanism with utopian tendencies, and more towards a new way of being 
and perceiving urban space and time as a utopian subject. Pappe claims the Estridentista 
concept of space is less the product of specific architecture than it is “una perspectiva que 
puede cambiar según el punto de vista de quien observa” (67). With a similar emphasis 
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on the fragmentary nature of temporal existence, for Pappe the Estridentista concept of 
time is one that 
no se vislumbr[a] claramente a partir de una línea que integra pasado, futuro, y 
presente, sino más bien un tiempo imaginario, un tiempo que puede ser distintos 
tiempos a la vez, un tiempo que proyecta futuros, significa posibilidades del 
presente, juega con la memoria de experiencias vividas y otras no. Incluye, 
asimismo, la otra posibilidad, la del futuro no realizado, la del futuro cancelado, la 
del pasado corregido, la del pasado que hubiera podido ser distinto, la del presente 
incierto que significa todas las posibilidades, o ninguna. … En este sentido, la 
modernidad no se puede interpretar simplemente como progreso. … El 
cuestionamiento que realiza la lectura de la vanguardia del eje histórico 
establecido e interpretado desde la política, la sociología, la propia historia, 
permite señalar muchas de las contradicciones que formarían parte de 
experiencias e incertidumbres posteriores. … Lo volátil de los procesos no se 
observa, claro está, en la solidez de la arquitectura en tanto edificios y espacios 
construidos, sino en las líneas de fuga, los andamios, las ondas radiofónicas, las 
vías de comunicación, los personajes inestables, las mujeres estridentistas que 
son, ante todo, posibilidad de una futura libertad. En una palabra, se observan los 
procesos inacabados. (113-14)  
 
As a result of the Estridentista concepts of time and space as provisional and perspectival, 
their artistic project can be read as an attempt to both give an account of the experiential 
vicissitudes of modernity while, at the same time, subjecting the teleological concept of 
modernity to rigorous critique. For this reason, Pappe arrives at the conclusion that the 
Estridentista imaginary emerges as a radical spatiotemporal counterpart to that of the 
nascent Mexican revolutionary state, precisely in how the Estridentistas question “la idea 
de una modernidad prometida como solución” to contemporary social and political 
problems (130). What is especially utopian, then, about the Estridentista imaginary, is 
how it contemplates the task of projecting potential spaces and futurities outwards, and 
exposing the unfinished, unresolved, processual nature of geographic and historical 
relations. In other words, Estridentópolis was envisioned less as a possible configuration 
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of one idealized city, but rather as a method of discovering utopia through an exploration 
of “los límites visiblemente indeterminados entre personajes y entorno, entre espacio y 
horizonte, entre tiempo e infinito: posibilidad de ser perspectiva y punto de fuga a la vez” 
(132).  
 In light of Pappe’s analysis, we can reread Tinajero’s decision to say goodbye to 
Salvatierra and to Estridentópolis in a new light. Her strange farewell of asserting that the 
Mexican revolution was two centuries away is not a historicist postponement of some 
truer, progressive version of the revolution. Rather, it is Bolaño’s imagined radicalization 
and utopian regeneration of the Mexican Revolution from within the avant-garde 
movement itself. Bolaño recognizes the utopian spatiotemporal perspectives of the 
Estridentista movement, and its short-lived attempted to translate this sensibility to the 
concrete realm of Jalapa, not as yet another failed utopia consigned to the trash heap. 
Rather, it is a project whose true promise lies in the project of continuously disrupting the 
social production of time and space, which, in the case of the Mexican Revolution, was 
already building a powerful historical mythology to justify the concentration of resources 
in the capital. Through the figure of Tinajero, Bolaño views the avant-garde’s radical 
rethinking of urban space and historical time as a utopian sensibility which is in constant 
and desperate need of renewal.  Such a renewal does not amount to a resurrection. Rather, 
it is a call to resume the task of rethinking the possibilities of what spaces can offer their 
inhabitants, and what the future might hold in store. Unlike Salvatierra’s assertion that 
through the construction of Estridentópolis, Mexico might arrive at modernity, Tinajero’s 
rejects the concept of modernity – or any sort of colonized future – as a panacea. On the 
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contrary, seeing the openness of the past, present, and future is truly radical utopian 
potential of the Estridentista avant-garde, and such openness is precisely what Tinajero 
proclaims before she abandons Jalapa. In many senses, she is anticipating Bolaño’s 
injuction to leave everything, again, opening up a space in the future for a recursive 
regeneration of the avant-garde utopianism of the Estridentistas.   
Bolaño’s Utopian Imaginary and Realismo Visceral 
While Bolaño emphasizes the construction of the Estridentista mode of seeing 
history and the future in a similar fashion to Pappe, he differs from her analysis in 
stressing the importance of the advent of cinema as a disruption of the historical gaze. 
Directly after Salvatierra recounts the assassination of General Carvajal to Belano and 
Lima, the boys respond by saying “es como si nos estuvieras contando una película” 
(358). This seemingly throwaway comment connects the transitory moment in which 
Estridentópolis seemed like a possibility in the 1920s to another transitory moment in the 
1970s when the second coming of the Mexican avant-garde was a brief possibility. But 
more than merely connecting these moments along the lines Madariaga does as the 
construction of an avant-garde canon, Bolaño binds these two moments through the 
invocation of the cinematic gaze of history. For Pappe, one of the major characteristics of 
the Estridentista sensibility was the conceptualization of perceptual life as mediated 
through the technology of film montage, of images being set into motion (21). If 
everyday life began to take on the fragmentary velocity of the moving picture for the 
Estridentistas, for Bolaño’s real visceralistas, the advent of a uniquely Mexican utopian 
historical sensibility as mediated by film emerges in the 1920s and is taken up again in 
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the 1970s. When, in the midst of his dive into the past with Belano and Lima, Salvatierra 
begins to feel like a “barco perdido en la boca del río de la historia,” and when García 
Madero recalls the moment Tinajero was shot and killed and likens her to “un buque que 
emerge de un naufragio de hace cientos de años,” the metaphor of history as a boat 
travelling through a waterway recalls Baudelaire’s diagnosis of modernity as a doomed 
sea voyage to uncover the new (299, 607). During Baudelaire’s moment, the sea voyage 
represented the potential for a totalizing sensory experience into terra incognita and, by 
extension, into history. By contrasting this metaphorical conception of history with the 
advent of a visual form of history mediated by the motion picture, Bolaño traces the 
contours of how the technologies of the ship, and the camera, were appropriated as modes 
of rethinking how to speculatively visualize the relationships between the subject and the 
unknown in different spaces throughout history and into the future. As a result of the shift 
in these mediating regimes, Bolaño translates Baudelaire’s journey to an oasis of horror 
as uncertain futurities of horror film and science fiction film, emphasizing the lineage his 
concepts also share with the Estridentista’s utopian cinematic gaze upon time and space. 
But the question still remains, why does Bolaño use his filmic conception of the potential 
for an open and closed future to revisit the real visceralista movement from the vantage 
point of the 1990s? 
As we begin to unpack how Bolaño thought about the potentialities of utopian and 
horror vis-à-vis his iconic duo of ‘detectives salvajes,’ it is worth beginning with another 
mention of detectives in his work. These detectives come in the form of a poem included 
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in the La universidad desconocida entitled “Los detectives helados” and is worth quoting 
in its entirety: 
Soñé con detectives helados, detectives latinoamericanos  
que intentaban mantener los ojos abiertos 
en el medio del sueño. 
Soñé con crímenes horribles 
y con tipos cuidadosos 
que procuraban no pisar los charcos de sangre 
y al mismo tiempo abarcar con una sola mirada 
el escenario del crimen. 
Soñé con detectives perdidos 
en el espejo convexo de los Arnolfini: 
nuestra época, nuestras perspectivas, 
nuestros modelos del Espanto. (340) 
 
From the nearly simultaneous mention of dreams and horrible crimes, the themes of 
utopia, disaster, and mediation are implicated from the outset of this poem. Bolaño’s 
detectives embody the necessity of maintaining a self-aware state of lucidity even while 
one dreams, and of refusing to shy away from bearing witness to the catastrophes which, 
all too often, commingle with dreams. But this poem is also noteworthy in its linkage of 
space and time – ‘el escenario del crimen’; ‘nuestra época’ – with the gaze of these 
frozen detectives who struggle to ‘mantener los ojos abiertos’ and ‘abarcar con una sola 
mirada’ the scene of the crime. This struggle to gaze upon the horror which infiltrates 
dreams is not just an exercise in summoning the heroic courage needed to bear witness to 
unspeakable violence. It is, rather, a method of subjecting established modes of seeing to 
critique. Bolaño’s detectives struggle to see clearly from within a curved mirror so as to 
visualize space and time differently, beyond the established perspectives of the era, 
outside of ‘nuestros modelos del Espanto.’  
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 This poem provides a lens to consider Bolaño’s portrayal of his more famous set 
of detectives from the vantage point of the 1990s. We have previously unpacked the sort 
of utopian archaeology Bolaño uses to excavate the Paris Commune and Estridentópolis. 
I argued that Bolaño emphasizes the Commune’s relationship to the periphery to 
accentuate the unequal and colonial spatial relations omitted in the communard utopian 
imaginary. Similarly, Bolaño’s account of the rise and fall of Estridentópolis stresses how 
the temporal construction of an actual cityscape was ultimately undone through its 
dependence on a revolutionary process which, by the end of the 1920s, was being 
consolidated by powerful elites in the capital city with a very different vision of post-
revolutionary Mexican society. However, Bolaño’s invocation of the convex mirror in his 
“Los detectives helados” poem functions as metaphorical reminder to think through the 
cultural regimes which emerge as possible alternative perspectives to see historical and 
spatial relations. Baudelaire’s modernity might have provided the conditions by which 
artists conquered their artistic and political autonomy from earlier models of courtly and 
aristocratic patronage (Bourdieu). But those same conditions of a nascent bourgeois 
society circumscribed this autonomy by forcing modern artists into a precarious 
dependence on the marketplace. Bolaño’s reading of Baudelaire and the Commune 
highlights how the temporal horrors endured by bohemian poets and a political regime 
based on the poetry of the future can be alternatively viewed not as eternal failures, but as 




With the emergence of the Estridentistas in the wake of the armed phase of the 
Mexican Revolution, Bolaño recognized an attempt to reject the conflation of modernity 
with progress in favor of constructing a new utopian order which braided cultural and 
political revolution in Estridentópolis. Unlike the circumscribed artistic autonomy 
putatively secured in a marketplace and supposedly insulated from the demands of state 
or economic power under patronage systems, the utopianism of the Estridentistas 
amounted to a serious attempt to imbue everyday life, urban space, and political 
institutions with a future-oriented cultural regime in the so-called Third World. When 
Bolaño wrote in 1976 that the Estridentistas represented “un movimiento que no antecede 
a la revolución, pero que se va extinguiendo con esa revolución,” he lauds their heroic 
spirit for assuming the cultural and political vanguard even as the Mexican Revolution 
was gradually institutionalized by more conservative forces (“Los estridentistas” 49). In 
the same piece, he explicitly points to the temporal exhaustion of the Estridenta project, 
while simultaneously indicating the project’s overall utopian dream is in need of 
regeneration: “Los estridentistas no pudieron sostener esas barricadas ácidas de la nueva 
poesía, pero nos enseñaron más de una cosa sobre los adoquines” (49). But in light of our 
earlier analysis of Tinajero and Amadeo’s discussion of the Mexican Revolution, Bolaño 
is clear the temporal collapse of Estridentópolis was not inevitable, but contingent upon 
the spatial and temporal subsumption of the radically emancipatory potential of the 
Mexican Revolution within the one party state. 
 The ‘us’ Bolaño refers to, the collective who assumed the tasking of picking up 
the cobblestones and trying to figure out how to rebuild the revolutionary barricades, are, 
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of course, the visceral realists or infrarrealistas whom Bolaño frames as the cultural heirs 
of the utopian imaginaries of the nineteenth-century modern French poets and the 
Estridentistas. In Los detectives salvajes, the affinities between the real visceralistas and 
Baudelaire’s voyagers are established in one of García Madero’s first encounters with 
Belano Belano. Belano tells García Madero that the real visceralistas walk backwards, 
“[de] espaldas, mirando un punto pero alejándonos de él, en línea recta hacia lo 
desconocido” (17). These real visceralistas emerge at the margins of Mexico City poetry 
workshops in the 1970s, finance the launch of a journal by selling marijuana, steal books, 
conduct purges which are later revealed to be farcical, and ultimately fade partially into 
oblivion. Their real world counterpart – Bolaño’s infrarrealista movement – followed a 
similar trajectory. The context in which Bolaño and his iconoclastic band of avant-garde 
poets came together is critical to understanding how the writer viewed their utopian 
aspirations 30 years later. The importance of the 1968 student-popular movement, and its 
cultural and political reverberations for young people in general and Bolaño’s group, are 
difficult to overstate. As Madariaga observes:  
El movimiento del 68 había dejado claro que los jóvenes no eran escuchados por 
el gobierno sino aplastados por este, por lo tanto la manera tradicional de 
comunicar su descontento no estaba en la tradicional huelga, ni estaba en hacer 
una declaración pública de sus molestias y exigencias: para los automarginados 
estaba en la calle, en el rock, en la auto-gestión y los colectivos; para los 
guerrilleros en las montañas, la clandestinidad y la violencia. … En este contexto 
Roberto Bolaño comienza la búsqueda de quienes como él renuncian formar parte 
del sistema social mexicano y, en cambio, se mueven en los márgenes de la 
ciudad preocupados por lo suyo: la poesía. Esto no significaba obviar los 





 Beyond the revolution they hoped to carry out through the written word, Bolaño 
and his friends staked out an iconoclastic position of open contempt both for the betrayal 
of the most radical ideals of the Mexican Revolution embodied by then-president Luis 
Echeverría Álvarez, and the class of intellectuals which represented the nominal 
opposition to this regime. Madariaga further argues that “[e]l espíritu vanguardista de los 
infra no nace de un afán estético, sino de la necesidad de escape” from the cultural and 
political strictures of their day” (Madariaga). But as Bolaño matured, Madariaga contends 
that he began to view the avant-garde stirrings of his adolescence as an absurd but 
doomed adventure: 
Bolaño experimentó una juventud desafiante que tenía la intención de cambiar el 
mundo a través del arte. Y con el tiempo esa intención se mostró como una 
utopía. Ese punto de vista o teoría sobre lo que le pasó a él y, él cree, a todos que 
nacieron en los años cincuenta es expresado a través de Los detectives salvajes. 
(Madariaga) 
 
Yet while Madariaga uses the word “utopía” here in its negative dimension, as the 
descriptor of unachievable castles in the sky, it is important to recall the genuine 
continuity of Bolaño’s thought between his call in the “Primer manifiesto infrarrealista” 
to leave everything behind, again, and his later argument about the irresistible dead end 
of the voyage to seek out the New, a struggle the artist knows is a lost cause and yet 
participates in anyways. In other words, while Madariaga is undoubtedly correct that the 
dream of rupture encapsulated in the Infrarrealista movement was utopian, this is not 
because such a break is impossible per se but rather because it is a utopian wish-
fulfillment structure which underwrites the tradition of dreams Bolaño traces from the 
nineteenth-century French Poets, through the Estridentistas, and into the future. For 
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Ignacio Bajter, Bolaño realized later in life that what undid the Infrarrealista movement 
was not the utopianism of its attempt to mix an avant-garde literary culture with the 
global mass counterculture, in the pursuit of a revolutionary aesthetics and ethics of the 
everyday that would shock Mexico’s cultural gatekeepers. Rather, it was the belief that 
concrete proposals for such a project could ever convoke unanimity and consensus (53). 
Thus in Bajter’s view, by writing Los detectives salvajes as the epic saga of the Real 
Visceralistas, Bolaño true mission was to catalogue strategies for rethinking the past and 
charting new paths into the future. In doing so, Bolaño reasserted the utopian potential of 
Infrarrealismo by summoning it not as the mummified remains of a failure but as “[u]n 
fantasma insurrecto,” a ghost which refuses to stay in the past by making claims to the 
openness of the future (58).  Even if the dream of combining a revolutionary avant-garde 
with a mass, rebellious counterculture never fulfilled its utopian potential in the past, this 
is not because it is destined to fail, but rather because it has not-yet succeeded. Bolaño’s 
utopian pessimism maintains the openness of the future precisely because he knows the 
expanse of the utopian promise always exceeds the historically-contingent frame in 
which the subject can apprehend this promise.  
Bolaño’s Utopian Imaginary at the End of History 
 This conclusion sheds new light on why Bolaño repeatedly revisited the social, 
cultural, and political turmoil of the late 1960s and 1970s in Mexico at the end of the 
1990s. More than just an obsession with the fervor of youth or a pathological fixation 
with the stillborn ideals of an era of truncated possibility, Bolaño remained a utopian 
pessimist who was deeply interested in the potential of culture to upend prevailing modes 
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of relating to the world. What was of course markedly different about Bolaño’s thinking 
is its relation to an era suffused with the effects of the global turn to neoliberalism. 
Highlighting one among many peculiarities of this era, the contemporary Mexican 
theorist Irmgard Emmelhainz notes how the neoliberal cultural sphere is not 
characterized by its depoliticization, but, on the contrary, how 
el arte – subsumido a las industrias culturales y creativas, subsidiado por el 
Estado, el mercado y las corporaciones, y abocado a ser ‘útil’ – es considerado 
bajo el régimen neoliberal como un campo privilegiado de politización y hasta 
parte integral de la acción política y voz en las practicas contra-hegemónicas. 
(135-136) 
 
In Emmelhainz’s view, the widespread politicization of art in the neoliberal era coincides 
with “un pasaje gradual del mecenazgo del Estado al mecenazgo privado,” and diffuses 
links between radical politics and the movements that would be needed to implement 
such a politics (137). To combat this dynamic, Emmelhainz proposes an idea which can 
only be described as the utopian dream to effectuate a radical break through a shift in 
culture: engaged autonomous art. What might this type of art resemble? Emmelhainz 
writes: 
el arte se desligaría de la circulación de contenido, la interrumpiría y no 
comunicaría nada. Iría contra la visibilidad de lo que el sistema declara como 
existente. El arte autónomo politizado haría visible lo que no existe de otro punto 
de vista, contagiando la actitud de los que no tienen nada que ganar o perder. 
(157) 
 
Here we have a description of what engaged autonomous art might do, but not 
what it might look like. This should come as no surprise. The utopian dream of engaged 
autonomous art has been attempted before, and been tamed in the marketplace, exiled 
from the masses in the museum, and institutionalized in the academy. In many ways, a 
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call to take up the task of engaged autonomous art is a call to take it up again, despite the 
historical contingencies which thwarted previous attempts to live up to the maximalist 
promise of such a program. Like Bolaño, Emmelhainz is a sophisticated reader of 
previous attempts to unleash the utopian potential of the New. Both thinkers converge on 
different moments of Mexican history to renew the call for such a form of art precisely 
because its maximal utopian potential does not reside in the form it takes, but rather in 
the way in which it changes our ability to see by making, in Emmelhainz’s words, 
‘visible lo que no existe de otro punto de vista.’ Theirs is not a call to embark on the 
impossible utopian journey of art as a fool’s errand. It is a call to embrace the utopian 
resonance of art as that which gestures toward a way of seeing space and time that moves 
beyond of present frame of reference. The search for Cesárea Tinajero thus represents not 
just an attempt to find the lost mythological origins of Realismo Visceral. The voyage is 
also an attempt to see history differently, to visualize the spatiotemporal offshoots of 
different moments which conventional history remembers as cataclysmic failures of 
utopia, and promises modern progress as compensation. Because Bolaño imagined the 
figure of Tinajero as the potential for utopia and horror within history, the filament of the 
future – itself containing the splinter of the past – in the second section of Los detectives 
salvajes is a method of excavating not just what will be, but what might be. The novel’s 
final lines – “¿Qué hay detrás de la ventana?” – are accompanied by a rectangle formed 
by a series of dashes, calling attention not just to what we might see through the window, 
but how we construct the framed lens through which we envision the past, present, and 
future (609). Reconsidering how we visualize the past, present, and future is not a task 
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guaranteed to safeguard against the emergence of horror. But Bolaño emphatically 
suggests that this task is the most radical one which falls under the purview of science 
fiction. Analogous to how Belano and Lima intervene in Tinajero’s poem to transform 
her series of lines into nautical journeys through seas of varying levels of danger, the 
utopian journey into the unknown future is something we must take up, again. It is 
especially imperative in an era in which the hyper politicization of commodified art is a 
cultural strategy for diffusing a potentially more radical politics. 
What’s Beyond the Sci-Fi Window? 
 El espíritu de la ciencia-ficción makes for strange and anachronistic reading 
within the Bolaño universe. The novel’s main characters, Jan and Remo, are young poets 
living in a room on a Mexico City azotea, reading, writing, and taking in the city with the 
kind of frenzy only available to those caught in the throes of a utopian dream. This text 
can persuasively be construed as a precursor to the seminal Los detectives salvajes, but its 
posthumous publication ensured it was only encountered by Bolaño’s readers after 
having read this latter work. For such readers, this novel abounds with eerily prophetic 
exchanges between the characters, especially the moment when Remo begins to worry 
that his faith in the capacity of revolutionary poetry from the Third World might 
condemn him to the fate of writing a novel which sounds a lot like Los detectives 
salvajes: “Qué triste, pensé en un relámpago de lucidez o de miedo, algún día yo contaré 
historias acerca de poetas-lúmpenes y mis contertulios se preguntarán quiénes fueron 
esos infelices” (169). In another section filled with the future echoes of Los detectives 
salvajes, Remo and a friend have a long conversation with a Dr. Carvajal, an elder 
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statesman of Mexican letters, which provides some future glimpses of the passing of the 
avant-garde torch between Amadeo Salvatierra and Belano and Lima. The discussion 
ends with Carvajal telling his two young visitors a long parable about a massacre that 
occurred in the Congo during its time as a Belgian colony. Two missionaries, Gutiérrez 
and Leclerc, teach the local Congolese the arts of carpentry and provide tools, and the 
locals prove to be extremely skilled at this craft. A massive boom in woodworking 
ensues. Due to overproduction and concentration of labor in carpentry, there are 
shortages of other goods. But the carpenters unionize and fight back, eventually leading 
to a bloody uprising. Belgian colonists tell Gutiérrez that amid the chaos of the rebellion 
the natives slaughtered each other in a “revuelta negra” (162). But Gutierrez is 
unconvinced, and eventually finds out the carpenters’ rebellion was organized and 
directed at the Belgian oppressors, but had been violently repressed by the white colonists 
and covered up to look like intra-ethnic strife. Horrified, Gutierrez travels to Mexico 
where he attempts to write an account of what he saw. Dr. Carvajal tells his visitors this 
story to convey to them that the explosion in cultural production they see all around them 
as possible signs of a revolution are not necessarily good omens, and, in all historical 
likelihood, in fact portend catastrophe. He closes the conversation with some advice 
which anticipates the question that will vex Auxilio Lacouture as she contemplates Pedro 
Garfias’ vase. The lesson of Gutierrez’s parable for the present, according to Carvajal, is 
that “lo único que puede hacer un intelectual es contemplar la explosión, a la distancia 
adecuada, por supuesto” (164).  
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 In this novel, written over a decade prior to Amuleto, one of Bolaño’s characters 
seemingly offers a definitive answer to Lacouture’s unanswered question as to whether 
poets have some responsibility to destroy the vessels of horror in their midst. But rather 
than uncritically accepting Dr. Carvajal’s advice, in light of his broader utopian 
imaginary, it is more persuasive to wonder if Bolaño’s true response might be along the 
lines of perhaps all we can indeed do is contemplate the violence of the past, but we can 
decide if we recoil in horror, or if we summon the courage to view these ‘explosions’ as 
contingent, and not inevitable, historical phenomena. In contrast to Dr. Carvajal’s view, 
there is an earlier moment in El espíritu where Jan writes a letter to the US science fiction 
writer Robert Silverberg, asking this author to show solidarity by joining the “Comité 
Norteamericano de Escritores de Ciencia-Ficción Pro Damnificados Totales del Tercer 
Mundo” (81). He closes the letter by recounting a dream in which Latin America, and the 
Third World in general, is doomed to a future of exploitation and siege from the First 
World. But in recounting his dream, there is one key caveat: 
La imagen, querido Robert, es ésta: amanecer color perro, por entre las siluetas de 
las montañas comienzan a aparecer las naves, Chile empieza a hundirse junto con 
Latinoamérica, nosotros nos convertimos en fugitivos, ustedes, en asesinos. Y la 
imagen no es estática, no es ‘para siempre’, no es un esforzado sueño heroico, 
sino que se mueve, ¡en múltiples direcciones!, y quienes mañana pueden meter 
conjuntamente la jeta en el vacío, ¿no? (82) 
 
It is perhaps in this letter that we get the clearest sense of what Bolaño thinks of as the 
true ‘spirit of science fiction.’ Rather than being resigned to just simply contemplating 
the destruction of his beloved and exploited continent, Jan imagines his glimpse of the 
future as but one possible future. It is not a ‘static image,’ nor is it ‘forever,’ but it is an 
anticipatory dream laden with potentialities, alternatives, and multiple trajectories. It is in 
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a similar fashion that Lacouture remembers the post-1968 future from the vantage point 
of the past. It is not to gloss over the actual horrors of the Tlatelolco massacre by insisting 
some ineffable utopian energy still remains. Nor is it to engage in historiography shaded 
by the morbid historical gaze which points to the progress secured even despite the 
bloodshed. Lacouture’s gaze into the future is to remember that the present trajectory 
post-Tlatelolco is but one possible and historically-contingent outcome of the horrific 
events at the Plaza de las Tres Culturas. Her science-fictional, time-traveler’s gaze is a 
method of visualizing the continued potential for a historical trajectory to bifurcate in a 
new direction, not by resurrecting previous attempts to secure the utopian rupture, but by 
setting out on the journey, again, even despite knowing it might fail. This conviction 
defines Bolaño’s utopian pessimism. As a mode of visual historiography, it enabled him 
look squarely the horrific violence brought to bear on the utopian movements of the past, 
while simultaneously imagining alternative futurities set into motion through the cultural 
practices of leaving it all, again. In other words, this utopian pessimism allowed him to 
see alternative future histories at a moment when History had been declared to have 
reached its end.  
 There are two images of murals in Bolaño’s works which offer a succinct 
distillation of the way he dramatizes different modes of visualizing history. Both murals 
adorn the walls of Mexico City bathhouses, and depict scenes from Mexican history 
dating back to before the conquest. In Los detectives salvajes, García Madero and 
Rosario go to a bathhouse called the Amanuenese Azteca. The mural García Madero sees 
has a “fuerza misteriosa” and is described in the following terms:  
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El artista anónimo había pintado a un indio pensativo escribiendo en una hoja o en 
un pergamino. Aquél, sin duda, era el Amanuense Azteca. Detrás del amanuense 
se extendían unas termas en cuyas albercas, dispuestas de tres en fondo, se 
bañaban indios y conquistadores, mexicanos del tiempo de la colonia, el cura 
Hidalgo y Morelos, el emperador Maximiliano y la emperatriz Carlota, Benito 
Juárez rodeado de amigos y enemigos, el presidente Madero, Carranza, Zapata, 
Obregón, soldados de distintos uniformes o desuniformados, campesinos, obreros 
del DF y actores de cine. (119)  
 
This scene not only depicts a trajectory of Mexican history defined by the struggle to 
secure progress despite overwhelming historical exploitation. Samuel Steinberg identifies 
this vision of history as precisely the version safeguarded and promulgated by the PRI 
during the 20th century, a vision of history in which “there is neither triumph nor defeat 
but always the painful birth of the mestizo people” (24). This interpretative position was 
operative during the 70-year tenure of PRI rule and, for Steinberg, provided a “narrative 
of Mexican futurity whose long-deferred promise underwrote Mexican sovereignty,” a 
future hinged upon the idea that “sacrifice is the motor of all progress” (28, 29).  
 Against this vision of history as the eventual cashing-in of the promissory note of 
progress secured via sacrifice, Bolaño offers an alternative vision to the one depicted as 
the Amanuense Azteca transcribing this linear trajectory. This second mural appears in El 
espíritu de la ciencia-ficción, when Remo and Laura go to a bathhouse called the 
Gimnasio Moctezuma. The image portrayed in the mural is quite different: 
en el recibidor algún artista desconocido había realizado un mural en donde se 
veía al emperador azteca sumergido hasta el cuello en una piscina. En los bordes, 
cercanos al monarca pero mucho más pequeños, se lavaban hombres y mujeres 
sonrientes. Todo el mundo parecía despreocupado, excepto el rey, que miraba con 
fijeza hacia afuera del mural, como si persiguiera al improbable espectador, con 




Instead of depicting a long trajectory of Mexican history, this mural focuses on one scene 
prior to the conquest and colonization. This looming catastrophe for the Mexica 
civilization does not appear within the visual frame of this history. But for Remo, the 
mural’s focal point is not the idyllic scene of pre-Hispanic bliss. It is Moctezuma’s eyes, 
shortly thereafter described as “insondables,” which are somehow capable of seeing 
beyond the frame of the mural (223). The terror Remo thinks he glimpses in the eyes of 
Moctezuma might be the emperor’s flickering premonition of disaster. But the terror 
could also be the uncertain potential for horror lurking within the unknown of the future, 
a future that is not guaranteed but open. Most of all, this mural depicts Bolaño’s utopian 
science fictional gaze, which admits it might be impossible to resist the impulse to look at 
the horrors of history, but struggles nonetheless to find a new way to see contingency and 




CHAPTER TWO: “Entre el éter y el ámbar”: Revolution and Narco-Neoliberal 
Violence in Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s Ruin Vision  
 
Introduction 
The main character of Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s novel Anatomía de la memoria (2014) 
is a writer named Estiarte Salomón who has been tasked with editing the complete works 
of a poet named Juan Pablo Orígenes. During the 1970s, Orígenes was a member of a 
student-led guerilla insurgency known as the Enfermos. Salomón is assigned his task by 
the Ministry of Culture, and part of this project involves interviewing former Enfermos 
for an introductory essay. After several interviews with Orígenes, it begins to dawn on 
Salomón that tugging on one thread of history tangles him in a sprawling endeavor which 
entangles the Enfermos insurgency to the present circumstances in the city of Orabá. 
With a foreboding understanding of these complex ties between past and present, 
Salomón asks himself two deceptively simple questions: “¿Qué pasaba en Orabá hace 
cuarenta años; qué pasaba ahora, tanto tiempo después?” (68). In these two 
straightforward questions, we can begin to trace this novel’s principal concerns through 
the rest of its complex thematics. First, and perhaps most obviously, these questions 
interrogate the relationship between the past and the present within the urban space of 
Orabá. By evoking “un territorio más o menos imaginado llamado Orabá” whose spectral 
counterpart is the real city of Culiacán, along with the temporal question of the past and 
the present, Ruiz Sosa implicates actual geography and imaginary geography, the 
slippage between no-place and the good place which provides so much of the creative 
and political frisson of the concept of utopia (Manjarrez 5E).  
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Just before and after Salomón asks himself these two questions, the reader gets a 
sense of the dual vectors of the utopian impulse coursing through this novel. On the one 
hand, Salomón realizes his essay on Orígenes has morphed into an entire book on the 
Enfermos. This is a much more daunting task, as he realizes that the book cannot merely 
be a history of what happened during the 1970s, but must also include “la biografía de los 
Enfermos, la vivisección de sus recuerdos, de los recuerdos de la ciudad de Orabá” (68). 
Cataloguing the memories of an entire city, or imagining that the cityscape itself 
possesses some sort of reservoir of memory, are both projects born of the utopian 
aspiration to overhaul the social production of time and space. Furthermore, just prior to 
asking what happened in Orabá, then and now, Salomón expresses a hope that his book 
might transcend its textual status and spur action among its readers: “el libro despierta 
aquello que dormía en nosotros y nos lleva a actuar, a hacer algo hoy, o mañana, y se 
actualiza y nos saca a la calle, enloquecidos, como si de verdad creyéramos en el futuro” 
(67). If one utopian vector of Salomón’s aspirations telescopes the memories of 
individuals within the utopian geographic construct of the memories of a city, here Ruiz 
Sosa’s character envisions a book whose content could be activated and spur individuals 
into collective action.  
In this chapter, I will explore the historical and geographic contours of Ruiz 
Sosa’s spatial and temporal utopianism through two of the novel’s paradigmatic 
relationships: the body and the ruin, and the ghost and the cemetery. In endeavoring to 
write a history of the Enfermo guerillas that might explain the present, excavate the 
memories of people and spaces, and restore hope for the future, Ruiz Sosa’s character 
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Estiarte Salomón becomes a theoretical lens to examine the historical processes of 
ruination on bodies and geographic spaces, and the ways in which we try to make 
meaning out of these processes. I argue that Ruiz Sosa conceives of memory as a 
perceptual counterpart to history. For Ruiz Sosa, memory can trap people in traumatic 
pasts, or it can be incorporated within the construction of history as an indicator of the 
aesthetic latencies of the past within the present. Many of the Enfermos in the novel leash 
whatever modicum of hope they hold for the future to a desperate belief that by 
remembering the ghosts of their fallen comrades and their fallen city, they might resurrect 
the revolutionary spirit of the 1970s. Yet Ruiz Sosa contrasts this vision with a different 
sort of utopianism rooted in mourning. The utopian nature of this mourning work comes 
into relief by reading the novel alongside Almada’s documentary film on narcotrafficking 
violence, and Juan Rulfo’s novel Pedro Páramo. These cross-readings help tease out how 
Ruiz Sosa counters the narco-neoliberal utopia of capital accumulation through violence 
by repoliticizing the space of the cemetery as a site of redemptive communion with the 
spirits of the past. By demonstrating the fallacies of the propositions that the past is either 
irrecoverable, or that it can be resurrected, Ruiz Sosa’s critical utopianism conceptualizes 
the work of mourning as a method of binding subjective memory formation in individuals 
and geographic spaces to the critical task of constructing a politically emancipatory form 
of history, which welcomes the ghosts of the past to rethink the future and its potential 
spaces.  
As Ruiz Sosa’s novel involves an approach to history and geography which is 
both perceptual, theoretical, and sociological, Walter Benjamin’s theories of the 
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emancipatory potential of historical images and David Harvey’s analysis of utopian 
spatial relations dialogue with Ruiz Sosa’s ideas in instructive ways. Benjamin’s work is 
helpful for thinking through the potential of history and memory to shock us into this 
political awakening. In his famous aphoristic work “Theses on the Philosophy of 
History,” he articulates a heterodox vision of historical materialism that combines class 
struggle and messianic theology in a mode of producing historical knowledge that strives 
to shock the masses into collective action. The “weak messianic power” which Benjamin 
identifies as a claim of previous generations on the present in Thesis II is, in Michael 
Löwy’s view, based on a conception of redemption as “historical remembrance of the 
victims of the past” (Benjamin 254; Löwy 31). These remembrances take the form of 
Benjamin’s concept of dialectical images. “The true picture of the past flits by,” 
Benjamin writes, and we will not find it in official monuments, but rather in the images 
of an alternative history, of an emancipatory moment that might have been but failed and 
which illuminates present circumstances (255). Benjamin denotes the moment of action, 
when the true image of the past implicates the subjects of the present, as the Now-Time, a 
monadic moment of historical construction “shot through with chips of messianic time” 
(263). Further underscoring the revolutionary importance of combining memory with 
history, Löwy describes Benjamin’s concept of Now-Time as “freighted with memory 
and presentness,” and it is precisely these splinters of memory which make the Now-
Time the propitious moment par excellence for constructing history (90).  
Benjamin’s emphasis on the constructed-ness of history gestures toward 
consideration of social circumstances of memory and historical construction. Beyond his 
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view that historical subjects of knowledge can be formed through class struggle, we never 
quite get a sense of how Benjamin envisions the real-world dynamics of constructing 
history. Benjamin does not describe alternative social circumstances or spaces in which 
dialectical images can be constructed or transmitted free from complicity in the 
prevailing historical domination of one group over another. Theorizing the relationship of 
potential agents of history to the archives of their memories and historical materials as 
both temporal and spatial relations helps to flesh out the dialogue between Benjamin and 
Ruiz Sosa’s temporal and perceptual concepts of history, and the geographic arenas in 
which history unfolds.  
As Estiarte Salomón’s two questions address the past, the present, and the space 
of the city of Orabá, it is useful here to link Benjamin’s insights to David Harvey’s 
concept of “Historical-Geographical Materialism.” The omission or displacement of 
geographic questions in Benjamin’s conception of history is complemented by Harvey’s 
dialectical approach to thinking through class tensions as both generative of historical 
process and spatial production. Harvey’s emphasis on the geographic “situatedness” and 
“positionalities” of actors in potential class struggle demands a consideration of the social 
and spatial relations of the Benjaminian historian, the archival sites where the raw 
materials of history are stored, the labor of constructing history, the processes of training 
subsequent generations of historians, the cultural forms in which history is crafted, and 
the networks of history’s transmission (Spaces 12). From these considerations we can 
begin to think about to deepen the utopian potential of history by democratizing the 
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processes of the construction of history through the incorporation of a wider range of 
historical subject positions, the space they inhabit, and their memories.  
Harvey’s conceptual apparatus favors the basic social unit of the body over 
Benjamin’s preference for the historical subject. This shift toward the body complicates 
Benjamin’s idea that the dialectical image “crystallizes as a monad” in which the subject 
glimpses “a revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past” (Spaces 262-63, 
263). Ostensibly, this monadic image is the historical object. But because Benjamin is 
also concerned with the shock factor which could rouse the masses into revolutionary 
upheaval, it is hard to see how historical subjectivity could be detached and theorized as a 
potentiality outside the perceptual apparatus of the body. Harvey eschews the subject for 
the body, and argues that the body is a more nuanced theoretical construct for thinking 
through the incorporation of subjectivity and discourse: 
The body is not monadic, nor does it float freely in some ether of culture, 
discourses, and representations, however important these may be in 
materializations of the body. The study of the body has to be grounded in an 
understanding of real spatiotemporal relations between material practices, 
representations, imaginaries, institutions, social relations, and the prevailing 
structures of political-economic power. … [B]odily materializations occur within 
the circulation of capital under capitalist social relations. (Spaces 129)  
 
By thinking through the construction of historical consciousness vis-à-vis the 
body and its multifaceted relations to its material and cultural environment, we can begin 
to expand Benjamin’s vision of the historian as a body shot through with messianic 
splinters, a body capable of becoming a historical actor by remembering the past in the 
Now-Time. Moreover, Harvey’s approach to studying the body in relation to global 
historical-geographical processes of capital accumulation provides a suggestive 
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theoretical terrain for exploring the principal figures of Anatomía de la memoria. Here it 
is again worth quoting Harvey at length: 
The particularity of the body cannot be understood independent of its 
embeddedness in socio-ecological processes. … One of those key determinants is 
the labor process, and globalization describes how that process is being shaped by 
political-economic and associated cultural forces in distinctive ways. It then 
follows, that the body cannot be understood, theoretically or empirically, outside 
of an understanding of globalization. But conversely, boiled down to its simplest 
determinations, globalization is about the socio-spatial relations of billions of 
individuals. (Spaces 16) 
 
In light of these ideas, we can begin to frame the relation of memory to history, 
then, as one in which memory forms history’s bodily counterpart, a physical, psychic, 
and somatic set of responses occurring within the body – the figure to which history 
‘happened’ – in response to broader historical and global processes. We can 
reconceptualize Benjamin’s belief in the potential for revolutionary rupture with the 
present trajectory of history as a perceptible latency in both historically-determined 
spatial relations, and as a latency within the body itself. In what follows, I will explore 
the relationships between the bodies and the geographic spaces of Anatomía de la 
memoria to shed light on the contemporary situation of the city of Orabá/Culiacán. I will 
conduct this exploration through the novel’s key metaphorical figures – the body, the 
ruin, the ghost, and the cemetery. In addition to forming a rich conceptual and imagistic 
terrain, these figures also correspond to some of the key metaphorical raw materials the 
historian must address. This constellation will allow me to elucidate the historical and 
geographical circumstances which coalesce in the characters’ bodies and their city, as 
well as their potential to tap into the utopian potential of the past and imagine alternative 




 Anatomía de la memoria opens with Juan Pablo Orígenes recounting to Estiarte 
Salomón the circumstances of his flight from Orabá in the 1970s to avoid being killed by 
paramilitary forces. He begins his story with the image of the last thing he saw as he fled 
the city: “el desgastado monolito por donde pasaba la imaginaria línea del trópico” (15). 
It is on this journey that Orígenes first began to write poetry in the margins of a copy of 
Robert Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy. 40 years later, Salomón is tasked with 
anthologizing Orígenes’ poetry and begins a series of interviews with him. The image of 
the crumbling stone pillar as Orígenes’ final glimpse of Orabá indexes the figure of the 
ruin from the outset of the novel. Orígenes’ later assertions that “la escritura proviene 
siempre de las ruinas, de los despojos, de lo que un día se vino abajo,” and that “[s]u vida 
… era una ruina que nunca podría levantar,” further locate the point of departure for 
writing in a combination of urban ruins with ruination in a corporeal form (19). 
Concatenated images of history and geography through the cityscape of Orabá and 
Orígenes’ own body make the ruin an instructive figure with which to begin.  
To unpack the significance of how the ruin can simultaneously mark the end of a 
historical period, and the beginning of a period of historical writing, it is helpful to place 
Ruiz Sosa into dialogue with Benjamin aphorisms on the Angel of History. The winds of 
progress have blown the Angel’s wings open and carry it toward the future. Yet the 
Angel does not face this future. As it is thrust backwards toward the unknown, the 
Angel’s gaze is trained on the past, which it does not see as a linear series of progressive 
events, but rather as “one single catastrophe, which keeps piling wreckage upon 
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wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet” (“Theses” 257). Against a misguided faith in 
the forces of progress and blind optimism for tomorrow, the Angel of History gazes upon 
the rubble. In its fascination with this ruin, a graveyard of history’s victims and failures, 
the Angel wishes it could halt the winds of progress “to awaken the dead, and make 
whole what has been smashed” (257). Benjamin chooses this vision of ruination to color 
his understanding of history as catastrophic for the vast majority of humanity. In his 
view, the true mission of history is to redeem these masses of people. This positions him 
against teleological thinking about history as progress which, in Löwy’s words, 
“legitimated every ‘ruin’ and every historical infamy as a necessary stage in the 
triumphal march of … humanity’s Progress” (64). This version of history, narrated from 
the perspective of the ruined and the potentially redeemed, demonstrates how Benjamin’s 
concept of history dialectically entwines the cultural project of constructing history anew 
with the revolutionary action of halting the forces of domination masquerading as 
progress.  
 In Benjamin we begin to get a sense of the latent utopian potential within ruins 
conceived as both the bodies of anonymous victims which must be remembered in 
context, and the social spaces and built environments destroyed in the name of progress. 
Susan Buck-Morss pushes Benjamin’s ideas further, noting how teleological concepts of 
progress have left a void true historical understanding of what might be possible in the 
future by construing historical failures as inevitable outcomes: 
‘History’ has failed us. No new chronology will erase that fact. … Rather than 
taking a self-ironizing distance from history’s failure, we … would do well to 
bring the ruins up close and work our way through the rubble in order to rescue 
the utopian hopes that modernity engendered, because we cannot afford to let 
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them disappear. There is no reason to believe that those utopian hopes caused 
history to go wrong, and every reason, based on evidence of the abuses of power 
that propelled history forward, to believe the opposite. (68) 
 
Here, Buck-Morss endows each of us as would-be historians with powers Benjamin’s  
Angel of History does not have – the power to actually halt progress and sift through the 
ruins of the past. But the questions of what these ruins might mean, how we might 
interpret them, and toward what contemporary purposes we might channel the utopian 
hopes of the past, remain undecided. This indeterminacy is related to the lack of fixed 
meaning of ruins. Partly this is due to what Julia Hell and Andres Schönle identify as one 
effect of the increasing accumulation of mediated images of ruins. By describing how 
“each new instance of massive devastation forces a rereading of previous ones,” Hell and 
Schönle argue that, more than just the past making itself visible in the present, ruins are a 
“convergence of image and memory” whose “semantic instability … signals the 
impending breakdown of meaning and therefore fosters compensatory discursive 
activity” (4, 5, 6). Thus the task of sifting through ruins to understand what they mean 
requires not just the historicization of the ruins themselves (and the utopian potentials 
which they represent). This task also requires the self-reflexivity on the part of historians 
to situate their own gazes on the ruin – what Ernst Bloch calls “ruin vision” – within 
specific contexts (Principle 386). As Harvey’s insights reminds us, to historically situate 
the gaze we must understand it as incorporated within the bodies of historical actors, 
while simultaneously reading the body within the social spaces through which it moves 
and interacts with global economic forces.  
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 Toward the end of Anatomía de la memoria, Juan Pablo Orígenes thinks to 
himself that “ni el pasado ni la imagen del pasado importan, lo que importa … es lo que 
el pasado, o su imagen, han hecho en nosotros” (538). This idea embeds the question of 
the ruin in the locus of the body, the subject, and the perceptual apparatus. To understand 
the situatedness and utopian implications of the ruin vision at play we must strive to 
understand how the processes of ruination in the city of Orabá/Culiacán pierced the flesh 
of its inhabitants, and how the Enfermos’s ruin vision salvages and makes meaning out of 
the ruins of their bodies and environments. As Estiarte Salomon begins to interview other 
Enfermos for his research, he asks Isidro Levi, Orígenes’ former close friend and 
comrade, about the group’s origins, and what caused them to join together in a guerrilla 
movement. Isidro responds that it was “[u]na música común, un delirio compartido, la 
noción de que había que hacer algo ante lo que pasaba en el País, en la ciudad” (102-3). 
Isidro goes on to remark that he is unsure if this disease, this “delirio compartido,” can be 
cured or if they left it behind in the past. But if this past illness originated as a state of 
delirium induced by conditions in the country and the city, Isidro knows all too well it 
has left an indelible mark on their bodies:  
algo escuchamos y nos fuimos detrás de una sombra pensando que aquello era la 
luz; nos quedó a todos, usted puede verlo, una cicatriz imborrable: no nos 
mataron, no desaparecimos al otro del río, nos quedamos a medio camino tullidos 
del cuerpo y de la memoria y del corazón, abandonados por que no pudimos 
escuchar más esa música que ya nos había vuelto locos. (103) 
 
Given Isidro’s contention that the siren song of violent revolution transformed his 
comrades’ bodies into Enfermos and left them with scars they bear to this day, it is worth 
dipping into the historical record regarding the Enfermos’s concept of revolution and 
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what happened to their bodies during their guerrilla uprising. The Enfermos were a 
militant offshoot of the Federación de Estudiantes Universitarios de Sinaloa (FEUS), 
which emerged onto the student political scene in Culiacán in May 1972 (Sánchez Parra 
162-63). By October of the same year, the leaders of the Enfermos decided to change 
tactics. Abandoning their approach of taking over and radicalizing the FEUS, the 
Enfermos became a small, clandestine urban guerrilla movement which aimed to 
overthrow the government and install a revolutionary state (Sánchez Parra 225). From 
their heyday lasting until 1974, through their slow erosion over the course of the rest of 
the 1970s, the Enfermos carried out acts of violent insurgency, written and visual 
propaganda campaigns, and other acts of political agitation until a combination of 
internal division, shifts in the broader political climate, and state repression contributed to 
their disappearance by 1978 (Sánchez Parra 473). 
 Political tensions between the Mexican State and various grassroots pro-
democracy movements had been building for years prior to the outbreak of the guerilla 
insurgency in Sinaloa. Various student-led movements had effectively mobilized 
university communities and other organizations of civil society during these years. At the 
same time, these student movements suffered episodes of brutal state repression. After 
the Tlatelolco massacre of 1968, newly elected President Luis Echeverría Álvarez 
initiated some modest democratic reforms, including greater autonomy for the public 
university system, in the hopes of coopting challenges to PRI sovereignty from young 
people (Sánchez Parra 135).  Echeverria’s series of tentative and symbolic political 
reforms was called his “apertura democrática,” a sort of farcical Mexican glasnost, but 
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the Halconazo student massacre of 1971 delegitimized these efforts in the eyes of many 
student activists and spurred them to continue the grassroots struggle against an 
increasingly repressive state (Sánchez Parra 200-1).  
The manifestations of this wider struggle in Culiacán reflected these national 
dynamics. Sinaloa’s state government led by Valdés Montoya passed a new “Ley 
Orgánica” in 1970 which placed administrative governance of the Universidad Autónoma 
de Sinaloa under the control of a junta dominated by his political allies. Gonzalo 
Armienta Calderón, an outsider to the university community, was appointed as rector. 
Given the broader context, it is unsurprising that these measures provoked several student 
strikes over the course of the next two years. Foreshadowing further violence, during one 
strike Governor Valdés Montoya sent in Sinaloa state security units to forcibly remove 
students from the Central Building (Sánchez Parra 139-43). As this two-year period 
unfolded, the Tlatelolco and Halconazo massacres contributed to a growing 
consciousness within the student movement of what Sánchez Parra calls the 
“dimensiones nacionales” of local struggles (143). As such, the eruption of another 
student strike in the spring of 1972 shut down the UAS campus on the basis of local and 
national demands. On April 9, 1972, clashes between student protesters and state security 
forces led to the deaths of Juan de Dios Quiñónez and María Isabel Landeros, both 
students at the UAS preparatory school (Sánchez Parra 149). Not long after this tragic 
violence touched the University, Armienta resigned and was replaced by a new rector 
with the backing of the UAS community. The local administration passed a new “Ley 
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Orgánica” which met the student movement’s demands for more autonomy (Sánchez 
Parra. 162).  
 Although the tragic deaths of the two students changed political conditions and 
allowed the FEUS to secure tangible victories for their causes, the violence inflicted on 
these two individuals convinced a significant faction of the FEUS that non-violent 
protests, strikes, and mobilizations could not sufficiently transform a society governed by 
a repressive state. A radical group espousing these views calling themselves the 
Enfermos managed to take over FEUS leadership by May of 1972 (Sánchez Parra 162). 
By October of the same year, the Enfermos had come to similar conclusions as militant 
groups such as Genaro Vásquez’s Acción Cívica Nacional Revolucionaria in Guerrero 
and Raúl Ramos Zavala’s Los Procesos in Nuevo León, and began operating as a 
guerrilla insurgency with the goal of sparking a revolution (Sánchez Parra 224). For 
Sánchez Parra, the wholesale transformation of the Enfermos’ sociabilities forms the 
principal basis for explaining why so many young students in Culiacán gave up their lives 
for revolution (484). As its mode of social organization shifted deeply, from the original 
occupations of the Central Building and Plaza Rosales of the UAS campus, to clandestine 
living arrangements in safe houses, to mobilizations in the streets of Culiacán, and acts of 
revolutionary violence, the Enfermo insurgency “recreó su utopía revolucionaria” 
(Sánchez Parra 484). By living and interacting in these new arrangements, the Enfermos 
felt like they a model of what society could look like after the revolution, and, at least in 
their own eyes, legitimized their claims to represent the vanguard of the revolution 
through their social commitments.  
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 Yet beyond the question of the social structures of Enfermo militancy lies the 
matter of the Enfermo bodies. If their emergence as political actors stemmed in part from 
violence inflicted upon the bodies of two of their peers, we should ask how discursive 
constructions and historical events centered on their bodies shaped their social and spatial 
relations to the broader political scene. In the very moniker they chose for themselves, the 
Enfermos proudly embraced the figure of the diseased body as a possible alternative 
archetype to, say, the bourgeois activism of other manifestations of the student 
movement, or perhaps to the sclerotic bureaucracy of traditional communist parties. The 
name itself is a reference to Lenin’s tract “La enfermedad de izquierdismo en el 
comunismo,” and as such, clearly represents a self-conscious break with Soviet 
communism in favor of Third Worldism. Additionally, as the Enfermos first began to 
take stock of the political scene in Sinaloa, they witnessed outbreaks of social movements 
among agricultural and urban transportation workers. Within the global context of Castro 
and Mao’s Third Worldist revolutions, the Enfermos saw in the workers’ movements 
evidence of a “radicalidad latente” in society at large (Sánchez Parra 225). This latent 
revolutionary impulse burbling up from the depths of society demonstrated, to the 
Enfermos, that conditions were ripe for revolution. At the same time, the construal of the 
“radicalidad latente” as an untapped revolutionary energy also harmonizes with the 
metaphorical appropriation of illness. It is not difficult to see how the Enfermos grafted 
onto the prevailing conditions in Sinaloa a conception of revolution akin to an outbreak 
of a pandemic, in which the contagion of revolutionary consciousness would spread 
through society and galvanize an army of similarly afflicted bodies.  
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 What sort of consequences did the Enfermos and their failed revolution elicit on 
the bodies of the militants themselves? In response to the various guerilla mobilizations 
across the country, the Mexican State took a multipronged approach to defeating the 
insurgencies. Responses included the already mentioned “apertura democrática,” part of 
which allowed, for the first time, the Partido Comunista Mexicano to participate in 
formal electoral politics. Individuals previously detained for actions affiliated with the 
insurgencies were, by the mid-1970s, given amnesty and released from prison, further 
neutralizing the recruitment power and ranks of the guerrillas. Anti-insurgent propaganda 
campaigns were also widespread. But most importantly, the Mexican State formed 
numerous “brigada blanca” paramilitary squads to hunt down, detain, torture, disappear, 
and murder suspected insurgents (Sánchez Parra 413). The Cold War context provided 
the permission structure for paramilitary formations to carry out extrajudicial acts of 
violence, resulting, in Sánchez Parra’s words, in “un paulatino proceso de exacerbación 
del autoritarismo que culminó en una abierta guerra sucia contra los opositores de 
izquierda” (296). The decisions of the political authorities behind this Dirty War 
sanctioned grievous bodily harm against numerous citizens. These attacks were not 
limited to the bodies of people with ties to political or revolutionary groups. Arbitrary 
state violence also terrorized the bodies and lives of family members of suspected 
subversives and numerous other people. In addition to the ruination of bodies, it is 
curious to note how, in a sort of inversion of the Enfermos’ own rhetoric, these Dirty War 
tactics were often conceived and justified in bodily terms. Sánchez Parra notes how many 
of the Enfermos’ enemies referred to them as a “cáncer social”; even more explicitly, he 
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describes how “[l]a Guerra Fría contra el comunismo nativo poco a poco inició sus 
ataques para tratar de neutralizar que este cáncer hiciera metástasis y enfermara a todo el 
cuerpo social” (185, 297). Tracing the production of dead, wounded, disappeared, and 
otherwise ruined bodies as a result of clashes between mobilized student activists and 
insurgents, and the Mexican state creates a deep through line in the history of the 
Enfermos. Consequently, we are now better equipped to incorporate the ruin vision of 
Ruiz Sosa’s Enfermo characters in their present day bodies, and analyze how their own 
bodily ruination forms a dialectical image.  
 Not long into the second section of Anatomía de la memoria, Juan Pablo Orígenes 
flees his house after talking on the phone with Estiarte Salomón. Something in their 
conversation triggered his memory, and he becomes convinced the Enfermedad could 
return to Orabá. After wandering through the city, he ends up at La Ceiba bar, one of the 
Enfermo’s old haunts. No sooner than he walks in the door, Orígenes realizes many of his 
old comrades are there, drinking beer and talking. His disappearance for many years left 
them believing he was long dead. Likewise, a combination of his social isolation and 
encroaching dementia had convinced Orígenes all of them were gone as well. As they 
greet each other after many years of separation, the first topic of conversation is, 
naturally, la Enfermedad. Yet the Enfermedad of interest is not the revolutionary struggle 
itself, but the toll their struggles, privations, and the passage of years has exacted on their 
bodies. Salvador Rubín suffers from kidney stones. Isidro Levi has gone blind. Eliot 
Román walks with a limp from a bullet lodged in his hip, an injury he sustained fleeing 
the paramilitaries who, once they caught him, punched out his teeth. Javier “El Flaco” 
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Zambrano endures crippling vertigo. For his part, Orígenes suffers from dementia, and as 
he grapples with his unexpected reunion with his comrades he has presumed to be dead, 
he is forced to reconsider the nature of disease itself. If, at one point, being Enfermo 
meant being infected by a revolutionary consciousness, Orígenes reconsiders what it 
means to be ill in the present. He wonders if “la enfermedad, a estas alturas, tenía que ser 
otra cosa que nada o muy poco tenía que ver con la salud o con el cuerpo o con la 
Enfermedad en la que pensaba” (160). The question of this new kind of illness, an illness 
related to the body and its ruination over time, is a key entry point of Ruiz Sosa’s utopian 
ruin vision, which I will further explore in the next section. 
 
Bodily Violence, Then and Now: 
The new disease Orígenes identifies is not just the absence of health, nor the mere 
dysfunction of the body, nor the feverous appetite for insurrection. Ruiz Sosa exploits the 
polysemous richness of the term “enfermedad” to shed light on the history of the 
Enfermo insurrection, the violence used to eradicate this ‘social cancer,’ and the ruination 
of other bodies through different forms of repression and neglect. By appropriating the 
historical usages of the term “enfermedad,” Ruiz Sosa places the forgotten historical links 
between the Dirty War of the past, and the contemporary violence plaguing Orabá, into 
relief. This section will map out the semantic terrain of the concept of illness as a case of 
Ruiz Sosa’s ruin vision, and how this ruin vision enables historical and geographic 
reinterpretations of the dynamics of violence within Orabá.  
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As he sits down with the rest of the ex-guerillas, Orígenes ruminates on the effect 
of the passage of time on the body in one of his typical aphorisms: “No es que la edad 
arañe el cuerpo … es que el tiempo nos va marchitando los ojos” (153). Even before the 
group inventories the calamities time, poverty, and rebellion have wrought on their 
bodies, Orígenes already suspects the true effect of the passage of time is the 
recalibration of the way in which the eye perceives bodies. The desiccated eyes of this 
particular ruin vision create meaning out of the destruction of bodies in the present, 
remaining attuned to the differences in the nature and causes of the Enfermos’ injuries, 
even as the residue of their failed rebellion fogs their lenses. Orígenes’ ruin vision thus 
acknowledges the inevitable distortions precipitated by the non-visual process of memory 
which inhere in our attempts to make sense of the contemporary scars of past bodily 
trauma. But the imperfections of this peculiar sort of ruin vision that implicates sight, 
non-visual perception, memory, and textual analysis, are precisely what make this 
interpretative gaze such a powerful addition to any historiography. These historical 
distortions are the sensory and aesthetic byproducts of living history. The affects elicited 
through bodily perception of the lived past imbue history with a deeply-felt sense of who 
and what it might be necessary to redeem. The affective power of ruin vision thus 
intersects with the constructive task of history as a latency in the body itself for historical 
volition based on interpretations of lived experience within history.   
The novel’s contrast between the Enfermos’ broken bodies, and the irrevocably 
absent bodies of those who disappeared during the Dirty War, demonstrates the 
interpretative power of ruin vision. Eliot Román’s memories of the Enfermedad revolve 
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around the loss of his tía Norma Carrasco who, after he was released from prison with a 
bullet fused into his pelvis and a set of prosthetic teeth, he never sees again. Not a single 
bodily trace of tía Norma remains, and as Eliot recounts the void of her body once again 
for his comrades, they all fall silent. Because Orígenes has been out of their lives for so 
long, he doesn’t understand the weight of this one loss among many. But most of all, he 
fails to grasp how an absent body carries an impact that is different from that of a ruined 
body. He is unable to understand why his old friends get quiet and solemn when thinking 
about Norma, as Orígenes  
no supo que pensaban en su cuerpo, que esculcaban la memoria para dibujar aquel 
cuerpo casi olvidado y que, como casi siempre le pasaba a Orígenes, en esta 
ocasión ellos también tenían que recurrir a la imaginación para componer aquella 
imagen perdida en la memoria. (165-6)  
 
This need to completely reconstruct a disappeared body – a literalization of re-
membering, reconvening the dispersed members of a body – is different from the need to 
make sense of bodies which remain present but in an advanced state of decay. At one 
point in this conversation, Salvador Rubín remarks that “[e]l cuerpo se va acabando … se 
va pudriendo y se acaba. Pero hay otras cosas que quedan, o queremos creer que hay 
otras cosas que quedan” (160). Here, the ruin vision embodied in Juan Pablo Orígenes 
comes into sharper relief. While the tragic events of the Enfermo years resulted not just in 
political failure, but also in the deaths of numerous individuals and the disappearance of 
many more, the ruined bodies which emerged – not intact, but alive nonetheless – 
maintain, in their very brokenness and ruination, the basic units for constructing new 
symbolic claims of dead generations on the present. The Enfermos’ injuries retain a 
potential to be overhauled and resignified as the material fragments which testify to the 
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existence of all the buried and disappeared bodies of the past. This resignification, 
however, holds an even greater utopian potential. By creating a semiotics out of the ruins 
of their bodies, the afflictions of today operate as signs of the weak messianic power of 
the disappeared of the past, and the disappeared of the current moment in Orabá. In a 
critical momento, this dialectical image, concatenated in the scars and injuries of the 
surviving Enfermos, allows Juan Pablo Orígenes to suddenly think of “los desparecidos 
de la ciudad de Orabá en los años de la Enfermedad y los desaparecidos de hoy, en estos 
años, estos años de ¿qué?, ¿quién nos está matando ahora?, ¿quién nos está robando a la 
gente?” (162-3).  
 Orígenes’ inability to name who is responsible for the present day violence in 
Orabá is perhaps just as telling as his inability to label the era in which this violence 
occurs. This double aphasia suggests this era is partially defined by the anonymity of its 
dominant actors. This namelessness of power, a feature of the use of paramilitary squads 
in the Dirty War operations of the past which provided a degree of insulation and 
deniability for the state, has in this sense become the generalized attribute of power in the 
present. If the Echeverría period was characterized by the Mexican State’s Janus-faced 
strategy of offering the supposedly outstretched hand of a democratic opening while 
pursuing a lethal Dirty War, Orígenes’ thoughts make clear the present situation in Oraba 
is distinct. That state of war has become a more generalized feature of daily life. But even 
the pantomime of democratic participation and public welfare seems absent in this 
terrain. Moreover, if the Enfermos of the past knew they were being pursued by death 
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squads, even as these operations were shrouded from the broader Mexican public, the 
violence of the contemporary moment unfolds in total anonymity. 
Orígenes’ thoughts on who is still disappearing and murdering people in Orabá 
today echo Estiarte Salomón’s concerns about what happened in the past and present. As 
his research into the past and present continues, Estiarte Salomón turns to another group 
of people in Orabá whose bodies are marked by ruination. Through his interviews, 
several Enfermos repeatedly mention the Botica Nacional as an important space during 
their struggles. In those days, a sympathizer who worked there used to leave the back 
door open so the young guerrillas could access the Botica as a safe haven when fleeing 
from their enemies. Eliot Román sustained his bullet wounds just outside the Botica, as 
he did not make it to the door in time. When Salomón finally visits the Botica he meets a 
man named Macedonio Bustos who currently runs the pharmacy. Macedonio was not 
himself an Enfermo, but Salomón quickly realizes he lived through the period of the 
Enfermedad and knows a significant amount about that era and the history of the Botica 
Nacional. Salomón also finds out that, like the Enfermos, Macedonio Bustos bears 
gruesome scars from that era, even though he did not participate in the insurrections. As a 
young man Macedionio mangled his hand beyond recognition in an accident, leaving him 
with 
una mano incompleta: el índice y el corazón casi del todo amputados, y el pulgar, 
como si fuera una aleta, o el extremo inferior de una pinza de cangrejo, se cerraba 
con el anular y el meñique en un puño puntiagudo y aquello parecía, de alguna 
manera, la cabeza de un conejo. (89) 
 
As Salomón listens to Macedonio’s story, they develop a friendly rapport. One night, 
Macedonio calls Salomón and invites him to the Botica Nacional after hours. There 
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Salomón encounters a strange scene: three other men are sitting in a chairs, with IV bags 
dripping a mysterious chemical into their bodies. Macedonio presides over the 
administration of these drugs, and the whole scene reminds Salomón of a hospital 
populated by “los enfermos, enfermos así, con minúsculas” (279). The change from a 
capital letter to a lowercase one differentiates the revolutionary Enfermos from these 
enfermos, but just to make the emphasis clearer Salomón is quick to dub the group at this 
ad hoc clinic “[l]os otros enfermos” (280). He also notes how this situation does not seem 
to be a group of people trying to access under the table medical services. On the contrary, 
“aquello era como una reunión,” and he senses the social solidarity of this gathering 
(279). Salomón sits down and the first conversation he begins to take in is about the 
present day violence in the city of Orabá. One of the men says on his way to the Botica, 
“había encontrado a cuatro, no, cinco que colgaban de un puente, … reventados y negros 
como higos picados por los pájaros” (280). More visceral than the description of the 
violence, however, is the emphasis the man places on just how normal this violence 
seems to the denizens of Orabá. Even though these bodies were hanging in plain sight, 
“la mayoría apuraba el paso si iban caminando, y los carros ni se detenían ni bajaban la 
velocidad, y alguno que otro … se paraba a lo lejos como vigilando, como esperando a 
ver si averiguaba algo, y al final le sacaban la vuelta al asunto” (280). Macedonio sums 
up this phenomenon succinctly: “Es que mataron a unos, y los colgaron del puente, ya 
sabe, lo de siempre” (281).  
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 Reflecting on what he has just heard, it dawns on Salomón that while the 
Enfermos seem stuck ruminating on the past from the vantage point of the present, these 
“otros enfermos” offer a better description of what is actually happening today in Orabá: 
Había pasado horas larguísimas escuchando a los Enfermos, aquellos muchachos 
que querían cambiar el País hace cuarenta años y hasta ahora se dio cuenta de que 
siempre le estaban hablando del pasado, de lo que no fue, de lo que pudo haber 
sido, de ellos mismos, de ellos mismos, de una ciudad de Orabá muy diferente a 
ésta de hoy en día, y ahora, de pronto encerrado en la Botica Nacional, con 
Macedonio Bustos y aquellos viejos desconocidos que se medicaban ahí mismo y 
pedían pastillas y jarabes como si eso fuera la barra de un bar, ahí, pues, en unos 
pocos minutos, le había empezado una descripción bastante precisa de lo que hoy 
en día estaba pasando en Orabá. (281)  
 
Despite their focus and unique insight into the present situation in Orabá, as compared to 
the Enfermos, Salomón begins to interview these “viejos desconocidos” and quickly 
realizes that “estos enfermos también podían hablarle del pasado: del mismo pasado del 
que le hablaban Orígenes, Eliot Román o el Flaco Zambrano” (282). The other enfermos 
are named Guadalupe Ordaz, David Pruneda, and Martín Altamirano, and along with 
Macedonio, they lived through the period of the Enfermedad as well. Salomón quickly 
finds out they have unique insights into the history Orabá. In their stories, the violence of 
the past which befell both the revolutionary and non-revolutionary bodies, and the 
violence of present day Orabá which is emphasized as a spectacle on display in the city, 
seem to be the one historical constant, the one inevitability in the sweep of history. The 
result of the seeming inevitability of violence in Orabá leads to a tragic sense of 
resignation which David Pruneda describes as the feeling of being “domados desde hace 
muchos años, domados como perros domados” (294). Macedonio, for his part, offers 
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Salomón an even deeper theory of the resignation to violence as the absence of 
alternative possibilities, which is worth quoting at length: 
Uno que ha vivido tantas cosas … ya sabe qué es lo que va a pasar en el futuro, y 
en este futuro no va pasar nada: usted ve a los muertos por la calle, ve las cabezas 
colgando de los árboles, ve las corruptelas, los fraudes, los abusos, todo eso, … y 
luego escucha a los muchachos más jóvenes, más jóvenes que usted, que dicen 
que hay que hacer una revolución, que se siente que ahora las cosas sí van a 
cambiar: ¿sabe usted cuántas veces hemos escuchado eso?, aquí no va a pasar 
nada: puede que nos roben a los hijos y a las hijas, que nos roben las casas, la 
salud o la vida, y si quiere y me apura hay quienes dicen que nos pueden robar los 
mares y los petróleos, el futuro y el pasado, pero en verdad ésas son cosas que 
nunca tuvimos; nosotros, usted nos ve aquí, nunca tuvimos futuro, pero en este 
País no va a haber guerra ni revolución ni nada: no la hubo cuando parecía 
posible, cuando aquellos muchachos se mataron por nada, ésos a los que usted 
busca, y eso fue porque ya empezaba en aquellos años a ser el mundo como es 
ahora: pura isla, puro atolón: a nadie le importa nada, o no importa lo suficiente 
como para matarse, o ya ni siquiera es posible matarse por alguna cosa de las 
ideas, se queda uno hecho nada, una pura nada; y luego dicen que es un futuro que 
no nos merecemos, pero ¿quién sabe?, esperamos que algo pase, pero no hacemos 
otra cosa que esperar, no vamos a hacer nada, muchacho, Ellos se van a acabar el 
País, van a arrasar con todo hasta que no quede nada, y tendremos que empezar 
desde el fondo del pozo donde nos dejen. Van a hacer una sangría lenta: primero 
esto, luego aquello, y al final no queda ya nada. Nomás nosotros, secos, chupados, 
flacos, y vendrán los perros y nos comerán porque ellos también van a tener 
hambre, y esto es lo que van a comer, y le enseñó la mano incompleta, la mano 
amputada … la mano como una cabeza de conejo podrido poco a poco durante 
siempre, durante toda la vida. (295-6)  
 
 Two points stand out from Macedonio’s thoughts. The first is the paradox of 
resignation as the absence of hope, and the impossibility of living without hope. Even 
though Macedonio and the other enfermos are convinced, from their experience in the 
world and the violence and illness it has carved upon their flesh, that there is no future, 
they nonetheless still sit around passively and hope for something to happen. If the 
violence out in the world of Orabá only reflects the continuity of the spilling of blood in 
the past and the present, the unrelenting violence has also drained hope from the other 
139 
 
enfermos’ bodies. The siphoning off of hope in the present era also explains why the 
cocktail they ingest is referred to as “la esperanza química de los que ya no tienen 
esperanza” (282). Hopelessness is untenable and must be remedied with synthetic hope. 
This is especially true if the hope which gestated in the past for revolution no longer 
functions in the present.  
 The second critical point Macedonio makes is a subtle one which connects the 
future to the past once again. The dialectical image of the ruined bodies of the Enfermo 
era flashes in the present and alerts Orígenes, Macedonio, and Salomón alike to the 
existence of spectral connective tissue between both eras. Yet Macedonio’s words 
contain an insight which, at that moment, elude Orígenes and Salomón. While he too 
cannot precisely name the era or the perpetrators of violence, Macedonio does find in the 
dialectical image of ruined bodies the sign which connects the Enfermo era to the present 
when he says that “ya empezaba en aquellos años a ser el mundo como es ahora: pura 
isla, puro atolón” (295). This assertion picks up on the notion that it is not merely 
continuity between the past and the present which is at stake in ruined bodies. The 
Enfermo era, beyond being the period of a failed revolution, was also a period of change, 
a period in which the organization of the world and its social relations of production 
began to morph into whatever it is that defines the present as a world of isolation and 
disconnectedness, as implied by the words “island” and “atoll.” It is this shift in the 






 What was the city of Culiacán like during the period of the Enfermedad? How 
was it undergoing changes that transformed it into the city it is today? Let’s recall that 
Juan Pablo Orígenes’ final glimpse of the city of Orabá as he fled north to escape the 
paramilitary squads was a ruin. Orígenes’ journey symbolically marks the failure of the 
Enfermo rebellion, and the abandonment of the urban sphere to security forces. It is 
tempting to read the image of a ruined pillar as a synecdoche of the fate of the Enfermo 
uprising. But the existence of the ruin Orígenes gazes upon predates the Enfermo 
movement. As such, the symbolic resonance of the ruin extends to the broader social, 
spatial, and economic relations which led to its present state. A rereading of the city of 
Orabá/Culiacán from the perspective of the city’s urban ruins offers insights into the 
architectural, economic, and social underbelly of a city environment which was in the 
process of undergoing massive changes, both as a result of previous trends in 
urbanization and a restructuring of the global economy.  
 In Culiacán: ciudad del miedo, Guillermo Ibarra argues that the city’s socio-
spatial changes have both emerged from and continually shape a climate of fear. But 
beyond the fear-based urban and affective feedback loops, Ibarra places particular 
emphasis on the figure of the ruin as emblematic of some of the transformative processes 
which have reshaped Culiacán. After World War II, Mexico embarked on an economic 
program known as “desarrollo estabilizador,” designed to spur growth through import 
substitution industrialization polices while curbing inflation. In the North and Northwest 
regions of Mexico in particular, these polices led to the construction of large scale 
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hydrological public works to foment commercial agricultural production (Sánchez Parra 
199). Ibarra describes how, despite the lack of arable land and the need for state 
investments in areas such as irrigation projects, political and economic conditions in 
Culiacán and Sinaloa were ripe for such investments to reorient the economy toward 
agricultural exports. During the Cárdenas administration, Sinalonese landholders 
organized themselves into the Confederación de Asociaciones Agrícolas de Sinaloa 
(CAADES), which quickly became an effective political actor and allowed the state to 
avoid much of the land redistribution which occurred during this period (Ibarra 183). 
After the completion of the hydrological projects and the construction of highway 
infrastructure to link the northern states to US markets, these landholders began to benefit 
from the massive boom in agribusiness, providing them with further capital to invest in 
new land holdings (Ibarra 186-88). These land acquisitions largely came at the expense of 
small scale and communal holdings which did not benefit from the political 
arrangements, a trend which exacerbated the private takeover of communal ejidos (Ibarra 
189).  
The boom in export-oriented agricultural production completely reshaped the city 
of Culiacán, as agricultural barons financed development projects in the city in what 
Ibarra terms the “modernista” phase of urbanization (189). The upshot of this economic 
expansion was an “explosión urbana” in which many small scale farmers and other 
people living in rural areas migrated to the city (Ibarra 200). In 1960, 85,024 people lived 
in Culiacán; at the close of the 1970s, this figure reached 304,826 (Ibarra 121). The 
massive displacement of rural populations resulted in large settlements of ad hoc 
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periphery neighborhoods and “colonias populares” which were cut off from the urban 
infrastructure investments, and who began to demand basic infrastructure (200). Sánchez 
Para describes these popular neighborhoods in even starker terms than Ibarra as 
“cinturones de miseria” (199). In these neighborhoods, we can glimpse the first signs that 
the economic model and its attendant mode of urbanization was on the precipice of crisis. 
Although Sinaloa’s economy generated wealth for a small number of powerful 
agribusiness families, it also created conditions in which slums were formed. The slum, 
as such, can be considered a peculiar form of ruin. It is a ruin that precedes a functioning 
structure in the same location. Slums built out of necessity as rural livelihoods are 
disrupted and populations are forced to migrate to the city are ruins with displaced 
origins, tragic monuments to the peripheral destruction which accompanies the wealth 
creation as a result of processes of capital accumulation. Slums spectrally disrupt the 
spatial and temporal dynamics of the city’s historical geography by pointing to the a 
priori destruction of the urban environment as a result of the social production of space 
by those excluded from the social surplus and political status.  
 What is perhaps most insightful about Ibarra’s view of the inflection point of the 
1970s is that the ruinous nadir of “desarrollo estabilizador” manifested in a series of 
conflicts that erupted into a full-blown crisis of urbanization. In addition to the housing 
crisis, from the late 1960s through the 1970s, Culiacán and its surrounding rural areas 
witnessed the emergence of social movements ranging from the takeover of private 
holdings of formerly ejido land by campesinos, to a citywide transportation strike, to the 
University crisis which birthed the Enfermo movement. The demands of these social 
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movements were shaped by the failures of the prevailing economic policies to address 
issues of spatial and resource inequality. Moreover, the sputtering growth engine 
fractured old alliances within the business class, as the PAN increasingly took support 
from this community away from the PRI. In this environment of local crises shaped by 
global forces, the Governor of Sinaloa, Alfredo Valdés Montoya proposed a massive 
program of urban development to stimulate the economy and reshape the city (Ibarra 
141). In a sign of the degree to which the old socio spatial politics of Culiacán had been 
disrupted, massive protests against this development project and its attendant tax hikes 
broke out across the city. Just as the Enfermo movement began to abandon the organized 
public activism of the FEUS in favor of armed struggle, they joined forces with the 
protests in October 1972 to defeat Valdés Montoya’s proposal (207). The significance of 
this moment for Ibarra is threefold. First, the crisis of capitalism signaled structural 
problems within the economic foundation of agricultural exports.  Second, the dynamics 
of post-war capital accumulation, rural displacement, and unequal urbanization created 
conditions which splintered the dominant coalition and made Culiacán a site of political 
contestation between an old elite and novel social movements. Lastly, the failure of 
Valdés Montoya’s development proposal, along with eruption of social movements in 
various sectors, exposed the lack of consensus on how Culiacán should be transformed in 
the future (203-7). 
 This is not to say the defeat of Valdés Montoya’s development proposal marked a 
turn away from urbanization strategies shaped by the prerogatives of capital. On the 
contrary, the “modernista” urbanization and agricultural export orientation of the 
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economy gave way, much as was the case in cites and countries around the globe, to a 
neoliberal economic model, leading to Ibarra’s focus on the ‘neoliberal urbanization’ in 
the city of Culiacán. What is striking about the neoliberal turn in Sinaloa’s economic and 
urban development is how these processes accelerated the production of ruins. Within a 
neoliberalized Culiacán, Ibarra identifies the architectural counterparts of the neoliberal 
emphasis on flexibility that exacerbates “las desigualdades sociales y espaciales, que 
destruyen su patrimonio histórico y ambiental” (139). These dynamics accelerate abrupt 
changes in face of urban development, lending a palimpsest quality to the city which 
Ibarra captures in his description of “una permanente reconstrucción de edificios y casas 
en las calles del centro en donde se encuentran como mudos testigos de varias épocas que 
se superpusieron” (349). Moreover, Ibarra argues that the accelerating pace of ruin 
production is dialectically bound to the embodiment of new urban subjectivities and 
social relations: “Así, destruir y reconstruir edificios tiene en Culiacán un sustrato de 
legitmidad en el inconsciente colectivo” (245). In other words, for Ibarra the creation and 
ruination of the cityscape reshapes perceptual and social life within Culiacán by 
imprinting the effects of creative destruction on the psyche.  
 The depiction of Orabá in Anatomía de la memoria echoes Ibarra’s analysis and 
often emphasizes the city as a topos in which ruins are produced and reproduced. In the 
first section, there is a lengthy description of the historical trajectory of a single building 
which evokes the ruin palimpsest of a single structure. Over the years, the “Hospital Civil 
de la Cruz Santa” has contained the recurring demolition and reconstruction and 
deterioration of the ruin process while housing spaces of various use:  
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luego de hospital fue hospicio, luego manicomio, luego biblioteca, luego otra vez 
manicomio, después pasó a ser la Oficina General del Archivo Histórico, después 
otra vez biblioteca, y ahora, vacío por dentro pero con los mismos muros 
originales, es un estacionamiento público. En medio de todo aquello … el edificio 
se inundó, se cerró en cuarentena durante dos años por un brote de meningitis, se 
incendió y se vino abajo el techo, restauraron el techo y se infestó de ratas, creció 
un árbol en el salón central y hubo que arrancarlo de la raíz, … desde el sótano, 
como las raíces bajaban y quedaban en el aire porque el árbol, que era una ceiba, 
empezó a crecer en la tierra que había entre la planta baja y el sótano y luego lo 
rompió todo; más tarde el edificio volvió a inundarse y al final, un poco por el 
descuido y otro poco por la intención de los dueños, todos los pisos se vinieron 
abajo para dejar lugar al estacionamiento público. (94)  
 
This sort of ruin vision of the city, in which present spaces and buildings trigger 
reflections on the various phases of their historic ruination and, as a result, a sort of 
embodied ruin consciousness, is echoed in a later section just before Juan Pablo Orígenes 
accidentally reunites with his comrades at La Ceiba bar. Before stumbling into the 
establishment, the poet wanders the city in a bout of flânerie and sees images of the 
housing crisis in “las casas que fueron cárceles hace años, las casas que fueron teatros o 
cines que se quemaron o bibliotecas abandonadas y sin libros ni lectores” (151-152).  
The particularity of this ruin vision, in which overlapping images of the past lives 
and afterlives of urban spaces allude to forces of spatial creative destruction marked by 
their repetition, also sheds light on the temporal dimension of the urban question in 
Anatomía. First, these images highlight the phantasmal Orabá as the repetition of 
Culiacán. As Azucena Manjarrez points out, in naming his city Orabá, Ruiz Sosa makes 
“una evidente referencia a la isla que lleva ese nombre” which is located near the 
geographic center of the city at the confluence of the Humaya and Tamazula rivers, 
which merge to become the Culiacán river (5E). The trope of repetition comes into play 
in the duplication of the name of the city of Culiacán and its eponymous river, a trait also 
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repeated in the Orabá and its namesake Río Orabá. This repetition is further echoed in the 
name of Orabá itself, which, Manjarrez reminds us, means “donde el río regresa” (5E).  
Yet the play of repetition is not limited to proper names, to city and natural 
topography, to real city and its thinly-veiled fictitious counterpart, or a river which flows 
outward and somehow doubles back. To be sure, the characters are conscious of Orabá as 
a topos of repeated names, as evidenced when Eliot Román draws a map of the city and 
declares “Aquí está Orabá, … con su río, que también se llama Orabá” (229). But despite 
their attempts in the past to change the city, and even despite their desperate attempt in 
the present to re-infect the city of Orabá with the Enfermedad, Juan Pablo Orígenes and 
Eliot Román share an uneasy sense that the repetition of the city, including the repetition 
of the process of ruination, are a constant force of disruption which reshapes the city. The 
city and its ruling class may change in a nominal sense, but the Orabá river is a reminder 
that change can be illusory. Orígenes tells Salomón Estiarte that although it mirrors the 
name of the city and evokes a river whose currents flow out and return, “el Orabá, si 
usted lo ve por la noche, se detiene, deja de fluir” (55). Later, Orígenes reflects on the 
promise of the Enfermo moment, which occurred  
en los primeros años de la década de milnovecientossetenta, una década que iba a 
cambiarle la cara al mundo, como la anterior, o como la anterior, o como la 
anterior a ésa, o como la posterior, o como ésta, en la que vive ahora y donde 
pesan todos los años del mundo y de la historia del País que se llevan encima del 
lomo como una joroba insoportable que obliga … a la mansedumbre. … Al final, 
la ciudad de Orabá seguía siendo la misma. Muchos de los que vivieron aquellos 
años seguían siendo los mismos. El gobierno seguía siendo el mismo. El dolor 
seguía siendo el mismo. Apenas algunas caras habían cambiado, porque el tiempo 




 There is an unmistakable echo of Benjamin’s sense of history as an uninterrupted 
succession of the domination of the powerful in Ruiz Sosa’s invocation of the countless 
generations who tried to change the world, and yet failed to alter the world’s underlying 
power dynamics despite changes in the appearances of the powerful. Eliot Román echoes 
this sentiment, albeit in a slightly different fashion, when drawing his map of Orabá, in 
which he “fue descartando muchos de los lugares porque sabía ya que no existían, que en 
cuarenta años la ciudad había cambiado muchísimo, que el tiempo le cambia la cara a 
todos” (240). While at first glance it might seem that Orígenes and Román disagree as to 
whether or not the city has changed, their views coincide in the sense that the changes to 
the city are cosmetic changes to the urban face, and not necessarily changes in the power 
relations which undergird the processes of capitalist urban development.  
 The temporal process of ruination depicted in the novel finds spatial expression in 
the urban ruins that punctuate the cityscape of Orabá. At the same time, the characters’ 
consciousness of the bygone incarnations and functions of city spaces demonstrates the 
layered, historical dimension of spatial ruins. Given our reading of the actual historical 
record of Culiacán as a hub of global processes of neoliberal capital accumulation and 
urbanization with their attendant acceleration in the processes of ruination, the novel’s 
urban ruin vision foregrounds the spatiotemporal dynamics of the repetitive process of 
capital accumulation, urban development, and neglect, ruination, and replacement of 
previous structures. The centrality of ruination as a repetitive process of urbanization is 
perhaps best encapsulated by one of Estiarte Salomón’s reflections on the city of Orabá 
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as he walks its streets: “Se empezaba a consumir la tarde en Orabá, donde todo se 
consume, donde todo se hace ceniza y resurge y vuelve a quemarse” (345).  
If Orabá is indeed a ruin city, how can we reconcile the repetitive nature of the 
process of ruin with Salomón’s remark when he first speaks with the other enfermos, that 
the city of the Enfermo rebellion was an “Orabá muy diferente a ésta de hoy en día” 
(281)? One possible answer lies in the aporia of the process of ruination itself, which, 
while repetitive across time, necessarily takes different spatial forms by virtue of 
previous rounds of ruination which altered the city face. Revising Heraclitus’ famous 
aphorism on the impossibility of stepping into the same river twice, Ruiz Sosa’s ruin 
vision suggests that no river ever flows through the same riverbed twice, as previous 
currents erode and alter the landscape. What this ruin vision makes visible in the process 
of ruination in the city is precisely the fluctuating forms, places, and sites of ruin, and 
how these changes are linked to forms of ruin in the past. When Salomón asks Orígenes 
for the umptheenth time toward the end of the novel what really happed in the days of the 
Enfermos, Orígenes gives a new and curious reply which exposes the paradox of ruin as a 
repetition with a difference: “Que hubo muerte y desesperación … pasó que el tiempo se 
emborucó en Orabá, porque aquí, todo regresa sobre sí mismo” (458). What Orígenes 
suggests here is that the specific circumstances of the urban crisis, Enfermo insurrection, 
and the state’s repressive violence, are blurred through the repetitions with a difference of 
the processes of ruination in Orabá, confusing any understanding of the city’s historical 
geography. The concept of ruin as a process of repetition with a difference links the city 
to our previous discussion of the ruination of bodies and the broader question of how the 
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past is related to the present. How are the forms of bodily violence from the days of the 
Enfermos and today linked to Culiacán’s spatiotemporal dynamics? And what 
alternatives to disrupt these processes and production of space does the book propose for 
the future? These questions will animate the rest of the chapter.  
Dirty War, Drug War, Neoliberal Utopias 
 One connection between ruined bodies and ruined cities that is insightfully 
elucidated in Anatomía de la memoria is the way the characters distinguish the violence 
they endured during the 1970s from the present day violence. Through an exploration of 
the subtle differences and interrelations between past and present, Ruiz Sosa fashions 
another ligature between the past and the present by exposing the neoliberal form of 
governance as a utopia secured and perpetuated through violence.  In Salomón’s 
conversations with the other enfermos at the Botica Nacional, this group describes how 
the current violence is charged with spectacle. The bodies placed on display in the city 
are meant to be seen. This spectacular violence contrasts with the tactics of detention, 
disappearance, torture, and assassination which military and paramilitary forces used 
against insurgents throughout Mexico during the 1970s, much of which was purposely 
executed out of public view. Sánchez Parra is clear that these tactics were part of the 
broader strategy developed during the Echeverría administration in which the Mexican 
State prosecuted a “guerra sucia” (298). This policy was brutally effective in degrading 
the guerrilla movements of the 1970s, and, as was the case throughout Latin America, 




 While the Enfermos and the other enfermos lived through the period of repression 
and state terrorism, a careful reading of Anatomía de la memoria suggests that they do 
not view the trajectory of their lives as a chain of undifferentiated acts of violence. On the 
contrary, several times over the course of the novel, the characters take pains to highlight 
qualitative differences in the violence which has taken place in Orabá over the years. 
Prior to becoming the caretaker at the Botica Nacional, Macedonio Bustos worked in the 
local morgue embalming bodies. During one of his conversations with Salomón, he 
describes a general shift in the cause of death of many of the bodies which ended up on 
his gurney, a shift linked to broader changes in the city:  
cada vez había más cuerpos y eran cuerpos distintos, muertes distintas: al 
principio eran muchos ancianos, muchos niños, yo me enteraba de sus muertes 
por los informes: deshidratación, fallos cardiacos, atropellamientos; pero luego 
empezaron a cambiar las cosas, hablo de la ciudad, empezaron a cambiar las cosas 
en la ciudad, y llegaban muertos violentos, apuñalados, balaceados, hechos 
pedazos. (365)  
 
Other than the vehicle related deaths, a cursory read might suggest the first series of 
causes of death which Macedonio lists could be considered ‘natural causes.’ Yet all might 
be more instructively classified under the rubric of what Ibarra calls “injusticias sociales 
y espaciales,” stemming from lack of access to basic resources such as food and water, 
health care, and transportation in the city (211). At the same time, Macedonio’s list of 
more recent trends in causes of death suggests, along with other clues in the novel, that 
the current violence stems from the tragic situation unfolding in Mexico that Ignacio 
Sánchez Prado says has been “misleadingly branded ‘The Drug War,’ in which fights for 
trafficking routes, the exploitation of migrants, domestic criminality and the struggle for 
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territory and natural resources have cost an estimated number of 300,000 lives in the 21st 
century” (“Neoliberalism in Mexican Cultural Theory”).  
 The characters in Anatomía de la memoria are not just attuned to the shift in tenor 
of the violence they experienced and the violence of the so-called “Drug War” of the 
present. They are also highly aware that this violence is related to processual changes 
which date back to the very era their movement first emerged. Toward the end of the 
novel, Eliot Román begins telling Orígenes an anecdote, and frames the story as taking 
place in the era “cuando apenas el crimen dividía su monopolio estatal, cuando 
empezaban a circular por el desierto y hacia la frontera la gente y la violencia” (434). 
Given this frame, it is imperative to unpack the multifaceted links between the 
“desarrollo estabilizador” era, the outbreak of the Enfermedad and its suppression, the 
rise of the large, multinational organized crime enterprises, and the recent surge in 
violence in Mexico and Culiacán. Both Sánchez Parra and Ibarra are careful to situate the 
birth of the Enfermedad within the broader unravelling of Mexico’s postwar political and 
economic order in the 1970s. Both thinkers trace the contours of how the shift to a 
neoliberal economic model precipitated the rise of violent criminal enterprises in the 
economy, and the rise of a shadow regime meting out violence parallel to the Mexican 
state. This historical through line highlights how the Enfermo movement represented a 
failed attempt to construct a utopian vision for society as an alternative to the violent, 
neoliberal world of the present, and why in Anatomía de la memoria, Ruiz Sosa mines 
the wreckage of this movement for utopian material to take up the task once again of 
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imagining alternative worlds. But before delving into the utopian vision of his book, let’s 
examine this through line in further detail.  
 Ibarra is careful, like the Enfermos in Anatomía de la memoria, to differentiate 
between the violence endured by the 1970s social and guerilla movements and the 
violence citizens of Culiacán experience today. For Ibarra, contemporary violence is  
un tipo de violencia que emergió posterior a la década de los setenta … a medida 
que avanza lo que llamamos urbanización neoliberal, con sus ecologías del miedo, 
surgen nuevos tipos de violencia explícita e implícita en la vida cotidiana de la 
ciudad que tienen su propia especificidad geohistórica … su intensificación está 
correlacionada con el advenimiento de los grupos del crimen organizado. (351) 
 
While in recent years Culiacán has tragically become one of the most violent cities in the 
world, it is crucial to note how it is not just drug trafficking organizations which are 
responsible for this violence. From 1990-2008, Culiacán experienced a high but steady 
murder rate. It is only after 2008 when the murder rate spikes. Ibarra stresses that this 
spike coincides “con la parte más intensa de la guerra contra el narcotráfico encabezado 
por el presidente Felipe Calderón Hinojosa (2005-2011)” (263). Hence, the militarization 
of the drug war resulted in the unprecedented bloodletting in Culiacán and in other 
similarly affected areas of Mexico.  
 What does the spike in violence and the militarization of the drug war have to do 
with the Enfermos? For starters, the export of psychopharmacological commodities to the 
largest global market for such goods – the United States – did not just sprout up ex nihilo 
in the early 1990s. Ibarra is quick to point out that smaller scale drug trafficking by 
individuals and groups known as “gomeros” was “normal” in the 1970s and these 
activities did not generate the violence we see today (200). It was only after the neoliberal 
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restructuring of the 1980s, during which states undergoing these reforms were 
encouraged to focus on competitiveness, flexibility, and comparative advantage in 
providing unique goods to global markets, that the drug trade booms. As a consequence, 
Ibarra calculates that in Sinaloa “el PIB narco” hovers around 20% of the state’s total 
production (315). Contra the mythic belief that international criminal enterprises 
represent a dark economy which does not contaminate ‘normal’ flows of legitimate 
global capital, a former head of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime claims 
that capital derived from illicit activities is in fact central to the smooth functioning of the 
system, citing as an example how the liquidity provided by proceeds of crime related 
activities proved to be critical to staunching the bleeding from the global financial 
meltdown of 2008 (Sayal). It is because of the centrality of narcocapital to task of 
greasing the machinery of the global economic order that Sayak Valencia theorizes the 
concomitant violence of these activities as an inextricable component of the current phase 
of capitalism in her book Capitalismo gore. The title takes its name from her term for the 
current ultraviolent practices of capital accumulation. In Valencia’s view, these practices 
are increasingly the norm around the globe, but especially in border zones between the so 
called First and Third worlds.  
Rather than simply cast violence in Mexico’s northern region and other 
borderlands as an unfortunate byproduct of black market activities, one of Valencia’s 
core insights is that violence is, in itself, a site of capital accumulation. She argues that 
we cannot hope to understand the dynamics of contemporary capitalism without 
understanding how they have been reshaped by the phenomenon of an ultraviolent form 
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of capitalism which mutates off of neoliberalism, accepting capital accumulation and 
hyper-consumerism as its motor, while generating its profits from illegal sectors which 
contaminate and challenge the sovereignty of the state (68). Valencia’s perspective 
allows her to tease out a much more nuanced analysis of the relationship between gore 
modes of capital accumulation and the global neoliberal revolution. In doing so, she 
further illuminates the nature of the shift in the balance of governance between the 
market and the state in neoliberal regimes.  
This transformation of the democratic state into an enforcer of market rules is 
central to the neoliberal project. As Quinn Slobodian points out, the neoliberals did not 
imagine a world in which state power was to be curbed in order to unleash the power of 
the market, but rather focused “on redesigning states, laws, and other institutions to 
protect the market” (6). He goes on to clarify that the neoliberals redesigned state and 
legal institutions to ‘encase’ the market to build “a doubled world kept safe from mass 
demands for social justice and redistributive equality by the guardians of the economic 
constitution” (16). Ostensibly, in the neoliberal imaginary Slobodian studies, the state’s 
role is to police the encased borders of the market through legal structures and, if 
necessary, the use of force. Yet Valencia persuasively argues that in regions where 
practices of gore capitalism prevail, the state has effectively lost its monopoly on force, 
and violence has transformed into a tool of what she calls “necroempoderamiento” – or 
the ability to pursue cultural prestige and economic power in a hyperconsumerist society 
through violence (148). As such, Valencia concludes that “endriago” subjects – her term 
for the subjects formed by practices of necroempowerment in gore capitalist context – 
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operate in an economic and legal intersection which mirrors the neoliberal ‘doubled 
world’ (149).  
The neoliberals saw two different and overlapping worlds – one of property and 
one of national territory. The neoliberals viewed the state as an essential actor insofar as 
it executed the legal and disciplinary actions necessary to protect the world of property 
from efforts by the demos to reconfigure the distributional consequences of the economic 
order (Slobodian 10). Valencia’s insights demonstrate how her concept of gore capitalism 
points to the lacuna in neoliberal thinking about what would happen if individual and 
organization actors in the world of property appropriate the strategies of force 
traditionally monopolized by the state. In areas like Sinaloa, a de facto state controlled by 
the criminal organizations has assumed power. Ibarra describes how a “república de los 
narcos” both assumed power as a parallel state and through intertwined relations with the 
traditional civil state, resulting in “un sistema institucional complejo, flexible, 
multifunctional que causa asombro por su eficacia” (317). Some of the ways these two 
orders interact include territorial concessions, paying the salaries of public security forces 
through tributes, and ‘municipal’ like governance over the other aspects of civil and 
economic life filtered through the narco economy (318). Ibarra also notes how this 
system should not be viewed as a few leaders maintaining control over a fiefdom, but 
rather a complex state-like system, wherein local and national politicians are obligated to 
interact with this narco republic through what he calls “symbiosis institucional” (318). 
 The neoliberal reform projects in Mexico, the rise of a parallel narco republic, and 
the phenomenon of violence as a form of commodity production illuminate the critical 
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historical linkage between the state violence used against the Enfermos of the 1970s and 
the narco-neoliberal violence of the present.  According to Alexander Aviña, the Dirty 
War efforts against Mexico’s 1960s and 70s guerilla movements directly overlapped with 
the growth of a narcoeconomy and gore capitalist practices. Aviña argues that  
[t]he brutal eradication of the social movements that critiqued a form of 
developmentalist capitalism that urbanized and industrialized post-1940 Mexico 
on the backs of exploited peasant communities and the formation of one key 
sector of the drug trade went hand in hand. (144-45) 
 
The PRI strategically understood that the drug business, and the “politician-military-
landed elite-peasant alliances” it forged, particularly “in the state of Sinaloa – cradle of 
the Mexican drug economy … helped diffuse rural class conflict” (Aviña 145). By the 
1970s, when Mexico’s economic model began to generate social unrest, the military and 
intelligence agencies began to target these social movements, often working together with 
the narcotics industry interests (Aviña 146). As the militant social movements spread, so 
did responses by the state security apparatus, who developed intelligence networks with 
local drug traffickers to obtain information for their campaign of repression (Aviña 147). 
The initial alliances between the Mexican state and the drug traffickers were deepened 
during the years of the Dirty War and formed the basis for the symbiosis between the 
narco republic and the civil republic that today characterizes regions such as Sinaloa. 
Often concealed through misleading ideological construal of the dangers of a black 
market and the need prosecute a military war against criminals, the Mexican state 
continues to suppress militant social movements demanding economic justice under the 
auspices of the so-called Drug War, leading Aviña to argue that “the Dirty War, the 
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counterinsurgent core of Mexico’s war on drugs, never ended. It became a method of 
governance” (148).  
It is important to recall that the mode of governance engendered by the Mexican 
state’s ceaseless counterinsurgent war functions within the particularities of a gore 
capitalist political economy, in which bodies interact with brutalizing processes of capital 
accumulation. Violence and necropolitics are both methods of exercising sovereignty 
within the polity, tactics for encasing economic activity from popular democratic 
demands, and strategies of capital accumulation. Like any hegemonic configuration of 
political economy, neoliberalized gore capitalism both generates and is supported by 
ideologies whose cultural manifestations provide basic tools for subjects to understand 
their reality. Neoliberal gore capitalism is no different. As a political economy it is 
maintained both through coercion, economic domination, and an ideology which 
promises its own utopia as the only viable ideal configuration of the world. Sánchez 
Prado clarifies the nature of this violent and neoliberal utopianism:  
Uneven development becomes thus a thoroughly culturalized realm where the 
problem is not so much the economic difference between the so-called First and 
Third World (as the economic regimes of both basically coexist within all 
nations), but rather the dialectic between the utopian dreams of hyperconsumption 
and the dystopian representations of horror. (“Neoliberalism in Mexican Cultural 
Theory”) 
 
Sánchez Prado is focusing on a key element of Valencia’s argument about the dialectical 
interaction between gore capitalist processes and the endriago subjects of this regime. 
The erosion of state authority for purposes other than the encasement of the economic 
sphere opens a space for violent actors to police the boundaries of economic activity 
themselves, and for violence against bodies to become a lucrative activity. In order to 
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present such a political economy as the only viable alternative, ostentatious displays of 
wealth become a powerful cultural force which entices the formation of new endriago 
subjects with the utopian promise of the proximity of a “First World” level of 
consumption, now democratized to the degree that anyone willing to commit acts of 
violence can reach a consumer paradise. The utopian processes set into motion within a 
gore capitalist political economy create an environment that resubjectifies the populace 
through incentives to engage in violence and consumption.  
 Nowhere is the interaction between economic processes, cultural constructions, 
and bodies more apparent in Culiacán than in the way in which recent urban development 
has been shaped by this increase in violence. Ibarra writes of two cultural trends related 
to the interment of bodies which reflect the degree to which violence has become a 
source of wealth and a force embedded within utopian processes already reshaping the 
city. On the one hand, surges in homicides have transformed increasing numbers of 
citizens into mourners. As a result, “la ciudad está siendo cicatrizada por los memoriales 
de las víctimas de los participantes en el narcotráfico” (Ibarra 249). On the other hand, 
some of the victims of violence are themselves wealthy participants in the narcoeconomy, 
and receive very different burial rites than those whose loved ones create public 
memorials in the streets. New narco-neoliberal elites purchase luxury tombs in 
necropolises such as the Jardines de Humaya (251). These burial grounds are utopian 
monuments to the necropolitics of a regime of violent capital accumulation.  
 The Jardines de Humaya are also the principal focus of Natalia Almada’s 2011 
documentary film El velador. Almada is the great grand-daughter of Plutarco Elías 
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Calles, Mexico’s most powerful politician during the “maximato,” whose life she 
explored in a previous film. Her family’s history also affords her a unique vantage point 
as a filmmaker to document the current utopian/horrific imaginary of Culiacán’s 
neoliberal phase of urbanization, as Ibarra notes the Almada Calles clan was deeply 
involved in the ‘modernista’ wave of Culiacán’s urban development (189). Her family 
witnessed the cycles of growth and ruination which have reshaped the face of the city for 
generations, and El velador is a film which situates the Jardines de Humaya and the 
bodies it contains within those same processes.  
 Almada’s film ostensibly depicts the quotidian events at the cemetery by 
following its night watchman and caretaker on some of his rounds. Although there is little 
dialogue, and even less of a discernable plot, El velador nonetheless presents an incisive 
and deeply lyrical critique of the neoliberal narcoeconomy in Culiacán and its tragic 
human costs. Unlike many treatments of the concomitant violence of the “Drug War,” 
Almada does not capture or exploit a single drop of blood with her lens. Instead, the 
escalation of conflicts between the drug trafficking organizations and state security forces 
is relegated to interspersed commentary emanating from radios and televisions. For 
viewers unfamiliar with the cemetery, the first indication of the context in which these 
lavish tombs have been constructed occurs ten minutes into the film, when the camera 
captures a TV news segment describing how newly elected president Felipe Calderón has 
decided to militarize the campaign against violent drug traffickers. Ten minutes later, the 
spectator gets a glimpse of a newspaper article about the proliferation of guns in Sinaloa. 
News reports on the local banking issue such as a shortage of debit cards, the registering 
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of 1,100 homicides in a single month, and US diplomats calling for greater attention to be 
paid to Mexico are peppered throughout the film and disrupt the elegiac montages. The 
reliance on spliced-in reportage to narrate the violent vicissitudes of the “Drug War” 
culminates at the end of the film in a radio report describing how the notorious cartel 
leader Alfredo Beltrán Leyva had been killed in a shootout with security forces. In a 
scene suffused with literal gallows humor, the cemetery laborers talk about how this 
death portends a potential boom in their workload. Ibarra reminds these workers were 
likely correct, as this assassination produced a power vacuum that turned Sinaloa into 
“una zona de guerra” (263).   
 The glaring absence of violence depicted on the screen in this film imbues it with 
much of its critical power, calling attention to the neoliberal gore capitalist dynamics 
which, for R. Andrés Guzmán, are the “absent cause” of the violence reported in the news 
and the construction boom at the cemetery (112). Guzmán’s insightful reading focuses on 
how Almada develops a critique of “a certain economy of the cemetery” in which “the 
construction and maintenance of mausoleums are inserted into national and international 
circuits of capital,” leading to the production of an ominous “urban space” (Guzmán 114, 
115, 115). Like Valencia, Guzmán understands the violence of the “Drug War” as a 
phenomenon enveloped in and not antithetical to neoliberal efforts to protect economic 
power from democratic demands, arguing that “the cartels … function as capital 
unsutured from the law … which is to say as neoliberal capital in its most naked form” 
(122). As a result of these circumstances, we should not be surprised that while the 
cemetery laborers are not “endriago subjects” as such, they nonetheless correctly interpret 
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the looming internecine drug violence after the death of Beltrán Leyva as good economic 
news. Guzmán interprets Almada’s final sequences as a bleak reminder that “the cycle of 
accumulation-death-accumulation will continue” for the foreseeable future (123).  
 While Guzmán’s reading of El velador elucidates Almada’s trenchant critique of 
narcocapitalism without falling victim to the gravitation pull of a cultural paradigm which 
glorifies violent capital accumulation, we can push this reading further by focusing on the 
subtle ways in which El velador unmasks the utopian aspirations contained within the 
architecture of the Jardines de Humaya cemetery. For if we understand the Jardines de 
Humaya as a quasi-urban hub situated within capital flows, it is also a neoliberal vision of 
the utopian city. The existence of a city of the dead abuzz with economic activity, one 
which generates private wealth and remains devoid of living inhabitants in a city with a 
housing crisis, is a perverse monument to the utopian dimensions of the project to 
insulate capital ownership from democratic demands. The Jardines de Humaya is a pure 
expression of Harvey’s concept of capitalism’s “spatial fix,” a pure city as a site of 
accumulation with a population of zero, a city privatized beyond the wildest dreams of 
any gated community and which produces no social welfare bill, into which surplus 
capital pours and forcibly creates new markets (Spaces 23). The violent, consumerist 
utopian paradise promised by the neoliberal economic mode fuels the construction of a 
utopian necropolis in one of the film’s subtlest juxtapositions. Just after the radio 
broadcast in which a US diplomat decries the lack of attention being paid to Mexico’s 
“Drug War,” the television jumps to an advertisement for luxurious mattresses. This 
detail seems innocuous, but in a previous scene the spectator witnesses how Martín, the 
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watchman, prepares to go to sleep by placing a piece of plywood on cinderblocks. 
Martín’s lack of a mattress becomes, after the advertisement, a conspicuous reminder of 
how while the economy of the cemetery does provide jobs, the conspicuous consumption 
advertised by capital’s demands is, for many in Culiacán, only achievable through 
practices of necro-empowerment.  
 Guzmán points out how the El velador’s focus on the necropolis as a perpetual 
construction site foregrounds the inequality of the labor relations within this urban 
sphere, inequalities rendered though visible synecdoches in, for example, a close-up shot 
of a laborer’s tattered shoe, and other shots of an Audi driven by a mourner. While 
correct, this reading overlooks how Almada’s film also deliberately blurs the boundaries 
between images of the cemetery as a site of construction and economic activity and as a 
site of ruination. Indeed, the first sequence of the cemetery’s skyline is a jarring shot of 
an ornate, domed mausoleum rising up next to another which is in an ambiguous 
condition. It is not clear whether this second structure is in the process of being built, or 
in a state of abject dilapidation. Although the film goes on to depict unambiguous scenes 
of construction so as to train the spectator’s gaze on the labor which occurs within this 
city, its semiotics continually play with the distinction between construction and ruination 
in extended sequences of the outskirts of the cemetery, accumulating piles of trash, the 
threadbare clothing worn by the workers, Martín’s shanty living quarters, and 
deliberately confusing shots of mausoleums that are either half built or falling down. 
Thus, the film’s visual language invites the spectator to rethink how even the most 
utopian economic impetus toward the construction of new utopian cities can be 
163 
 
contingent upon the ruination of bodies, and how construction can, in turn, be rendered 
indistinguishable from ruination itself.  
 There is another fascinating detail in El velador which can be read as an attempt 
to breakdown the neoliberal utopia of the Jardines de Humaya. When the spectator first 
hears the news of Beltrán Leyva’s death through a car radio, the camera is situated inside 
the vehicle. The lens captures the trash and ruination of the cemetery outskirts through 
the windshield. Yet the side-view mirror disrupts this straightforward angle, by clearly 
reflected several of the colorful mausoleums located behind the car. In addition to 
reemphasizing the film’s implicit argument that we as spectators must focus on the bodily 
and spatial ruination which provides the violent fuel for the waves of capital 
accumulation occurring in the urban development of this necropolis, this shot also twists 
the ruin vision of Benjamin’s Angel of History in a suggestive manner. Rather than being 
blown toward the future while facing backwards to the accumulating ruins of history, the 
ruin vision of Almada’s camera simultaneously captures the future ruins in front of us, 
and the ostentatious monuments to progress that litter the spaces we leave behind. This 
shot blurs the temporal distinction and causal link between past and present through the 
confusion of mirrors and visual capture of what is both behind and in front of the 
cinematic eye. In a visual metaphor reminiscent of the ironic inscription on Ozymandias’ 
pedestal, this poetic image questions the utopianism of a city constructed on the basis of 
the claims neoliberalism makes to the status of the only viable utopianism and to the end 
of history. By revising Benjamin’s exegesis of the Angel of History’s gaze, Almada’s 
camera not only echoes the critique of neoliberalism as the apotheosis of historical 
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progress, it also reminds us to think of the responsibility to redeem both those in the past, 
and those yet to come. The simultaneous vision of opulence and ruination of this shot is 
suggestive of a future trajectory, and, by extension, of the need to redeem the future itself 
from the closure of neoliberal discourse and violence.  
Although Almada’s ruin vision foregrounds the detritus and relegates the opulent 
city to the background, she nonetheless invites us into the cemetery, not as the reified 
utopia of accumulation through violent practices, but as a critical place of contemplation. 
El velador takes a neoliberal space predicated on the destruction of bodies for money and 
demonstrates how it can be viewed critically as a space in which history can be reworked 
in such a way which accounts for the ruins and failures of the past, and also as a critical 
practice of establishing new vistas of possibility for the future. In the narco-neoliberal 
utopia of the present, critical engagement with ruins is a utopian mode of disrupting 
narratives of history which celebrate the uninterrupted historical triumph of the ruling 
class. The final section of this chapter will focus on how Anatomía de la memoria 
presents a mode of ruin salvage that attempts to live with the utopian ghosts of the past 
while sketching an alternative utopianism to the prevailing mode of violent consumerist 
accumulation.  
Resurrecting the Dead: Cemeteries and Ghosts 
 Given our reading of Almada’s film, it is fitting to visit the cemeteries in 
Anatomía de la memoria to begin unpacking Enfermo utopianism, past and present. This 
approach will not just reflect on the relevance (or lack thereof) of their revolutionary 
utopianism of the 1970s to the anti-neoliberal utopianism imagined in Ruiz Sosa’s novel. 
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Rather, we will focus on the ways Ruiz Sosa’s engagement with the utopianism of the 
past criticizes, reformulates, and reimagines a new and different utopianism which 
departs from the fragments of the Enfermo project. Such a perspective follows Jacques 
Derrida’s assertion that in order to claim a “radical and necessary heterogeneity of an 
inheritance … one must filter, sift, criticize, one must sort out several different possibles 
that inhabit the same injunction” (16). Unlike the Angel of History who desires to sift 
through the ruins of the past but cannot, Ruiz Sosa’s novel takes up the challenge issued 
by Derrida’s injunction, echoed by Buck-Morss, that we have no choice but to pick up 
the ruins of the past if they are to have any meaning for us in the present. In Ruiz Sosa’s 
work, the significance of the past is just as much a product of the historical remnants we 
filter in our affirmation of an inheritance as they are the product of a personal and 
collective memories of the past. Choosing to claim an inheritance from the past, and 
reckoning with the memories of failure and ruination of such an inheritance, restores a 
sense of agency and openness to history.  
Cemeteries are a unique space to interrogate encounters between history and 
memory, bodies and historical processes. As we have seen in the case of the Jardines de 
Humaya, cemeteries house more than the remains of the dead. They can also function as 
site of capital accumulation and repositories for utopian dreams. Likewise, they are 
privileged places where mourners can interact with the traces of the past which percolate 
through their subjective and embodied experiences. While Anatomía de la memoria 
features a number of treatments of characters engaged in utopian or quasi-utopian 
practices, a significant portion of the novel is dedicated to Juan Pablo Orígenes and Eliot 
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Román’s journey to exhume a set of books buried in various locales around Orabá. The 
search to dig up these books, collectively referred to as the Biblioteca Ambulante de 
Libros Izquierdistas, represents Orígenes and Román’s utopian belief that these books 
and the written words they contain will trigger another outbreak of the Enfermedad. Yet 
after recovering several caches of books from around the city, the exhumation of the texts 
of their past does not seem to be enough to cause the revolutionary contagion the former 
guerrillas expect. After arriving at the University gymnasium, the final stop on their 
journey before returning to the Botica Nacional, Orígenes and Román start to talk about 
what went wrong with the Enfermo project in the 1970s. Amid their reappraisals of the 
past, Orígenes references the Bahía de las Águilas, the mass grave of the Enfermo bodies 
who did not survive the Dirty War and into which many of their comrades had been 
tossed from helicopters while they were still alive. Spreading the Enfermedad through 
words is not enough, argues Orígenes. What they need to do, he argues, is return to this 
anonymous cemetery and resurrect the dead: “Si los desenterramos a todos, si los 
sacamos del agua de la bahía, si les componemos el cuerpo despedazado, … tendríamos 
un ejército de Enfermos, de recuerdos violentos, de gente a la que no se puede matar” 
(440).  
The desire to overhaul the past by resurrecting the dead and commanding a 
zombie army of revolutionaries in the present day struggles is unmistakably utopian. But 
what sort of utopianism does such a desire to resurrect the dead evince? Is this sort of 
utopianism politically useful, or does it lead right back to the dead ends of the past? In 
many ways, Orígenes’ desire to resurrect his fallen comrades recalls the nexus of 
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remembrance and history in Benjamin’s “Theses,” especially when he writes of how the 
Angel of History would like to stand before the ruins of the past and “awaken the dead” 
(257). But Benjamin’s messianic concept of historical materialism concedes awakening 
the dead is impossible. It is only in the future utopian society that we can truly remember 
all of the dead, the anonymous dead in whose name the revolutionary break must be 
realized, and whose resurrection would mean the restoration of humanity to those swept 
aside by the winds of progress. Although Benjamin draws from the Marxist tradition in 
this heterodox text on his concept of historical materialism, there is a curious dissonance 
between his vision of the role of History in revolution and that of Marx himself. In the 
18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, Marx critiques an overreliance on tropes of the past in 
revolutionary discourse, writing that “[t]he tradition of all the dead generations weighs 
like a nightmare on the brain of the living” (7). For Marx, the bourgeois revolutions of 
the 17th and 18th centuries in France and England dredged up the past inspiration. By 
contrast, Marx argued, the coming revolution, if it is to be a truly emancipatory and not 
destined for ruin (as were the struggles of 1848), must “draw its poetry from … the 
future. … the revolution of the nineteenth century must let the dead bury their dead” (11).  
How can we reconcile this disjuncture? On the one hand, Benjamin instructs us to 
redeem the dead by marshalling the messianic splinters which with collective action is 
charged to fulfill the claims the dead generations make on the present. On the other, Marx 
argues that dependence on the cultural signifiers of previous revolutions will doom 
emancipatory movements to the failures of the past, and thus the revolutionary movement 
will resist the impulse toward resurrection. Derrida, for his part, offers deeper insight into 
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the question of the relationship between revolutionary alternatives and the ruined past 
manifestations of such activity. His deconstruction of the tensional opposition of presence 
and absence allows him to articulate his concept of spectrality as an effect produced 
through the fundamental disjuncture of the present to itself. The constant presence of the 
past and future in the present stems Derrida’s concept of justice emerges from a sense of 
responsibility toward “whoever is not, no longer or not yet, living, presently living” (97). 
This framework allows Derrida to remind us that it is impossible to let the dead bury their 
dead, but, at the same time, it is impossible not to let them bury their dead (175). 
The conditions necessary to maintain a non-dogmatic messianic spirit without a 
specific, reified program lie in coming to terms with the spectrality of a present, in which 
the ghosts of the past and future, toward which all struggles for justice bear 
responsibility, cannot be banished. Thus the heterogeneity, the disjointedness of time, is 
not something to be struggled against. On the contrary, such disjointedness must be 
maintained. Failing to maintain such openness and heterogeneity was one of the glaring 
lacunae in the historical Enfermo’s utopianism. In Sánchez Parra’s analysis, what stands 
out from the historical Enfermo’s concept of revolution is a sense that the revolution 
would be a sort of prophetic historical fulfillment: “La experiencia [de la revolución] 
debe ser entendida como la evocación de un pasado hecho presente y la expectativa [de la 
revolución] como el futuro que los sujetos vislumbran en el mismo momento en que están 
actuando” (306). Yet Sánchez Parra is quick to note how this teleological understanding 
of revolution led to the confusion of the existence of revolutionary actors as evidence of 
the progress of the revolution. As a result of this tautology, the Enfermos believed that 
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“la revolución, concepto que hace alusión a un movimiento social, es una muestra 
palpable de ello. La acción política que se realiza tras su aparición y desarrollo crea 
utopías sin ningún nexo con la realidad, trayendo sonados fracasos como resultado” 
(Sánchez Parra 307). Amid the wreckage of these “sonados fracasos” we can perhaps 
trace a violation of one of the critical insights which circumscribes Harvey’s concept of 
dialectical utopianism – his notion of “embedded possibility” – or the idea that 
utopianism must go beyond what presently exists, but must build its alternatives out of 
the actually existing material and social relations (Spaces 212).  
Harvey’s dialectical understanding of historical rupture and utopian possibility, 
helps shed light on Sánchez Parra’s argument that the despite the Enfermo’s solidarity 
with other social movements, the “características cuasi mesiánicas en el imaginario de la 
enfermedad” resulting in a vision of society which was not grounded in the actual 
conditions of possibility in Culiacán (225). This disconnect between utopian vision and 
reality suggests the revolutionary movement fell into a similar trap which Buck-Morss 
identifies as a danger immanent to teleological utopian blueprints. She argues that the 
attempted actualization of a utopian plan should never be confused with its historical 
legitimation. Rather, a critical distance must be maintained between the evolving 
historical conditions on the ground and the generative sphere of utopian imagination so 
both can mutually critique each other. When this critical distance is collapsed, and any 
historical existence of utopia becomes evidence of its legitimacy, “history itself becomes 
a dreamworld,” a reified and closed sphere which forecloses upon the true power of 
utopia – that of keeping history open (67). Thus, despite the Enfermos’ ambitious 
170 
 
projects of theorizing conditions of the ground, mobilization, solidarity with the 
jornaleros and camioneros movements, their networks of clandestine living arrangements 
and organization of insurrections, neither their concept of revolution nor their modes of 
praxis were sufficiently embedded in the actual existing social spaces and relations in 
Sinaloa. Among many other reasons, it is perhaps for this lack of embeddedness that the 
most ominous sign of failure after their two large scale, abortive insurrections called the 
‘Asaltos al cielo,’ on January 16 and May 1 of 1974, was that “el proletariado los 
ignoraba” (Sánchez Parra 396).  
In light of these debates over resurrecting or burying the dead, or learning to live 
with ghosts, we can read Juan Pablo Orígenes’ desire to resurrect the dead from the 
unmarked grave of the Bahía de las Águilas as an expression of a utopianism which 
repeats the unembedded nature of the failed Enfermo imaginary in the 1970s. Moreover, 
this sort of utopianism reifies the bodies of the fallen combatants and others swept up in 
the Dirty War dragnet as either dead and gone, or resurrected and capable of forming an 
undead army to finish the preordained revolutionary project. Benjamin’s sense of 
redemption does not seem to come into play in Orígenes’ utopian vision, nor does 
Derrida’s view of the necessity of learning to live with ghosts beyond the opposition of 
presence and absence. Yet Ruiz Sosa intensifies the problematic nature of Orígenes’ 
desire to resurrect the dead by juxtaposing this reference to the Bahía de las Águilas with 
another key cemetery scene in which the task of resurrecting the dead is contemplated.  
In this scene, two of the other enfermos – Guadalupe Ordaz and David Pruneda – 
travel to the graveside of their recently deceased friend Martín Altamirano. Their ritual 
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payment of respects is peculiar. They hook up an IV bag of their ‘chemical hope’ to a 
tree, embedding a needle into Altamirano’s grave before also mainlining the drugs 
themselves. But rather than staging a sort of techno-pharmacological counterpoint to 
Orígenes’ desire to resurrect the dead in the Bahía, Ruiz Sosa subverts this possibility by 
focusing on the other enfermos’ mourning. In telling fashion, their mourning for their 
friend has the tenor of both a political critique and a non-programmatic utopianism. 
Beginning with a comment reminiscent of Benjamin’s view of the power of dialectical 
images, Pruneda goes on an extended monologue about the foreclosure of politics in an 
era in which the state and non-state violence thwart democratic demands: 
Comprender es ver en el presente el pasado; Ya no existe la política, Guadalupe, 
lo que existe es la burocracia. No hay políticos, no hay personas, no hay nada, hay 
símbolos, lemas, firmas, procesos, sellos, ya no hay política, hay pura burocracia; 
a los políticos, a los presidentes, se les puede cortar la cabeza, antes, cuando esas 
cosas se hacían, todo buscaba un nuevo empiezo, pero con la burocracia no es así: 
se corta una cabeza y sale otra, y encima, Guadalupe, hay tanta gente, tantos 
amigos que comen de esa mano, que son esa mano, y no es que sean mala gente, 
es que ahí cayeron, a lo mejor sin querer, y las cosas que hacen, por sí solas, no 
tienen importancia ni maldad, pero júntalas todas y verás, pura locura, no se 
puede hacer nada, Guadalupe. (524) 
 
While this is an odd way to eulogize a friend, Pruneda’s comments about understanding 
the political regime of the present through its illumination by past images make 
Guadalupe contemplate the political resonance of Martín’s death, a death that did not just 
represent the end of a life, but also “una lección sobre el olvido y el abandono” (525). As 
in their earlier discussions, the other enfermos are attuned to their status as dispensable 
people, doomed for obsolescence, useless figures in a political economy which values 
capital accumulation by any means necessary.  
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 Yet despite this bleak commentary on the social and political failures which 
contextualize their friend’s death, through their mourning process, Guadalupe and 
Pruneda are able to conjure up some semblance of hope. This hope lacks any specific 
content or dimensionality, but it nonetheless offers solace not just from loss, but also 
from nihilism. They both sit down before Martín’s grave and have the same thought: “tal 
vez es cierto que uno, aunque no crea en nada, siempre cree en la seriedad de la muerte y 
sus lugares” (526). While this belief in the solemnity of death and the cemetery may seem 
like an infinitesimal quantity of hope, by the end of the chapter, even just the process of 
mourning does provide both Guadalupe and Pruneda with a utopian germ of a belief in 
the impossible, that the impossible can exist. They do not indulge in figurations of the 
impossible that are detached from reality, such as imagining their friend rising out of his 
grave as a result of the chemicals they are pumping into it. But as their own drugs begin 
to take hold and they start nodding off, both other enfermos start “soñando con lo 
imposible: que la muerte sea una palabra que fecunde el tiempo y deje una huella 
imborrable” (529). It is along these lines that their approach to mourning contrasts with 
Origenes’ literal desire to resurrect the dead. While the Enfermo poet dreams of the 
second coming of an army reanimated by the contagious spell of revolution, Pruneda and 
Ordaz understand that the dead are only made present through our memories, and our 
attempts to make meaning out of our memories in historical context. In the most poignant 
moment of their conversational eulogy, Pruneda says of his friend Martín “[s]iempre te 
hemos tenido presente,” underscoring how they have overcome the opposition between 
presence and absence (526). Politically, this scene foregrounds the foreclosure of 
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democratic participation in the business of the political economy. But despite this bleak 
political scenario, Pruneda and Ordaz reaffirm the impossible dream that their friend’s 
death might mean something, anything, that could make history fertile ground for social 
changes. Guadalupe Ordaz and David Pruneda mourn their friend, and through their 
mourning they identify the violent social neglect which inheres in the neoliberal political 
economy. This form of politicized mourning exposes the contingent nature of this 
neglect, hinged as it is on specific historical and spatial power relations. As such, it 
uproots the occluded utopian dimensions of the neoliberal project, opening its hegemony 
up to critique. 
There is, moreover, a properly utopian dimension to the work of mourning in 
itself. Derrida calls the work of mourning the business of “ontologizing remains,” a mode 
of work which questions the division between the dead and the living and supplies the 
hospitable conditions for thinking through our relationship to ghosts (9). Through the 
work of mourning and thinking through the spectral presence of the dead and the not-yet 
living in the present, there is not only a disruption of the “contemporaneity with itself” of 
the present, there is also a disruption of the future trajectory of the course of history 
toward the unknown by restoring its utopian potential (70). This second disruption retains 
the political valence of questioning existing reified utopias as the singular viable 
configurations of political economy, and entails  
another opening of event-ness as historicity that permitted one not to renounce, 
but on the contrary to open up access to an affirmative thinking of the messianic 
and the emancipatory promise as promise: as promise and not as onto-theological 
or teleo-eschatological program or design. Not only must one not renounce the 
emancipatory desire, it is necessary to insist on it more than ever … This is the 




Juxtaposed analysis of the two principal graveyards in Anatomía de la memoria 
intensifies the tension between the two modalities of utopia Derrida describes as the 
“emancipatory promise” and the “teleo-eschatological program.” This tension also 
connects questions about the relationship between the living and the dead to broader 
issues of historical redemption and political change. How should we mourn and redeem 
the dead? How can dead generations – and the ruins in which their spirits dwell – be 
accessed in such a way which informs contemporary political struggles for recognition 
and redemption? These sort of questions lead us to a deeper issue which also becomes 
one of Macedonio Bustos’ philosophical concerns during his stint embalming bodies at 
the morgue before he took over the Botica Nacional. During this period, as he processed 
body after body, he began to think about what the differences between “el cuerpo íntegro 
y lo contrario al cuerpo íntegro” (204). This distinction leads Macedonio to wonder if we 
can ever hope to repair damaged bodies and return them to a state of integrity, or if our 
responsibility to the injured, infirm, the no longer and not-yet present lies in changing 
ourselves and our societies? For this reason, Macedonio likens the work of a surgeon to 
that of memory. Re-membering is an act which cannot confer restitution but which is 
nonetheless an invaluable tool for understanding and fixing our bodies and societies.  
 Incidentally, this issue of surgery, of intact and non-intact bodies is relevant to 
Macedonio’s own life in ways which fleshes out the tension between reified, teleological 
utopian programs and emancipatory, open utopian processes as the central current in the 
novel. Earlier we referred to Macedonio’s hand which was mangled in an accident. After 
his accident, he met a man named Dr. Aragón who promised to perform a surgery to 
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repair his destroyed appendage. Yet this surgery is does not involve a prosthesis or a 
transplant. Macedonio tells Salomón the doctor promised him that “mis propios dedos me 
iban a crecer otra vez, como la cola de una cachora, como la carne de un reptil” (198). 
The surgery is described in horrifying detail: 
le abrieron en la panza una rajadura como una boca enorme sin dientes y le 
metieron ahí la mano recién cercenada por el bisturí: el hueso raspado, la carne 
bien abierta, un espacio un poco por debajo del hígado, por delante de las tripas, 
sin aire que se pudra ni agua que se pudra: ahí, cosida al interior del cuerpo, la 
mano de Macedonio Bustos empezaría a crecer y a recuperar su forma desde los 
huesos hasta las uñas. (198)  
 
Unsurprisingly, the surgery is botched, and when the gauze and bandages are removed 
Macedonio was left with a mutilated appendage. This quixotic surgery is the clearest 
metaphor in the book about the dangers of the teleological surety of a utopian program of 
intervention. But what is also critical about this example is how Macedonio’s hand 
functions within the text as a metaphor which allows other characters to fluidly shift 
between the spatial scales of local bodies and broader society, thus offering a vision of 
bodily and urban dimensions of this ‘anatomy’ of memory. Toward the end of the first 
meeting at the Botica Nacional when Salomón and the other enfermos discuss the 
violence of the Dirty War in the past and the neoliberal violence of the present, all of the 
other enfermos are pessimistic about the chances for social change. Salomón then looks 
at the boticario’s mangled hand and his thoughts drift to “[e]l apéndice amputado, lo que 
siempre está haciendo falta, lo que ya nunca se tiene … el País como un apéndice, o la 
historia, o los Enfermos” (296). He then has a curious exchange with Pruneda, who tells 
him the other enfermos are basically hopeless, but if there ever was to be a hopeful 
future, it would come through slow-gestating growth. For reasons which he does not 
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totally understand, Salomón agrees and claims this future “[v]a a ser como una mano que 
crece cosida al estómago y las tripas” (296). A clear reference to the catastrophic utopian 
surgery undergone by Macedonio, this vision of the potential coming utopia as the 
product of a teleological belief in the inevitable growth of a new body politic is quickly 
countered by something Guadalupe Ordaz says. Rather than imagine a new society 
through blind faith in its inevitable growth, Ordaz offers a vision of utopian possibility 
which is much more embedded in the ruins of the past and the materials of the present: 
“el futuro es empezar otra vez, ya veremos cuándo, pero aquí mismo, y el pasado es un 
fantasma que se olvida pronto, porque hay que apurarse a alcanzar el destino, hacerlo que 
lo que ha quedado de aquellos días en que nada, de verdad nada, pasó” (297).  
This tension between reifying utopian imaginaries which posit the restoration of 
brokenness, versus the openness and embeddedness of utopian processes which maintain 
the spectral state of the ruin, is expressed through these characters’ contradictory 
practices of holding on to the past and trying to change the future. Moreover, it is a 
constitutive feature of the novel itself, which is constructed out of the severed memories 
of the Enfermos, Salomón’s grief and delirium, and the ruinous process of constructing 
memory and history from fragments of images, citations, testimony, and other ephemera. 
Eliot Román convinces Orígenes to join him in the hunt to recover the books from the 
Biblioteca Ambulante as a ritualistic mode of restoring the proper revolutionary 
consciousness of the Enfermedad to the people of Orabá. Even though Macedonio Bustos 
endured the horrific consequences of his surgeon’s faith in the ability of his hand to 
regrow, he is nonetheless susceptible to a similar belief in the bodily power to restore 
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what is gone. We can see this belief in Macedonio’s practice of trying to embody Lida 
Pastor’s spirit as a collapsing of the critical space between utopian desire and a 
teleological certitude. During a visit to the Botica, Macedonio describes a sort of somatic 
theory of loss to Salomón. Macedonio’s theory suggests that when we lose people we 
care about, in addition to the ephemera they leave us which is laden with meaning for 
Eliot Román, the grief we feel is an embodied manifestation of the presence of their 
absence. In other words, grief and mourning are the work of learning to live with 
spectrality. When both El Flaco Zambrano and Juan Pablo Orígenes see Macedonio 
dressed as Lida at the end of the book, they each get scared and commit acts of violence 
against him. This violence causes Salomón to worry about the perilous but difficult to 
resist pull of Macedonio’s attempt to resurrect Lida. Salomón’s recoils in horror at the 
realization that excessive faith in the ability to resurrect the dead can emerge out of loss, 
grief, and mourning, but which often causes people to look for solutions in the wrong 
directions. Macedonio’s journey down this path leads to violence, and represents in many 
ways the trajectory of the historical Enfermos and their excessive assurances in their 
utopian program and its embodied revolutionary spirit. However, Macedonio’s thinking 
about what to do with the dead and the work of mourning is not simply limited to this sort 
of dangerous zeal for resurrection. When Lida first asks him to help restore the paintings 
of her ancestors, Macedonio recognizes her desire to preserve her ties to previous 
generations and their histories. But Macedonio also recognizes the impossibility of 
restoring these paintings, as any intervention would represent and irrevocable change: 
no sería el de repintar lo desgastado, ni el de sanar lo herido: no sería un 
restaurador, sino un verdadero cirujano que observa y no reconstruye, sino que 
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amputa y sustituye, agrega, implanta, sutura, fabrica prótesis, injerta carne y 
tejidos no para sanar los dolores y la crueldad de las edades, sino para extender la 
existencia de los muertos que viven en nosotros porque ellos son los que nos dan 
existencia con su padecer … aquellas imágenes que envejecían, enfermaban, se 
amputaban, perdían ojos y dientes, eran como él: él era como todos ellos. (212)  
 
What is perhaps most curious about this rumination on the impossibility of preserving or 
restoring images of history undergoing the process of ruination comes to light later on 
when Macedonio likens surgical intervention to the process of memory itself: “La cirujía 
es como la memoria, … no cura, transforma, o se transforma ella misma o nos transforma 
a nosotros” (408). By progressively building up the tension between the two utopian 
impulses of an embodied restoration of the dead and the impossibility of such restoration 
without fundamental alteration, Ruiz Sosa situates the generative power of messianic yet 
non-teleological utopianism in the relationship between history and memory. This tension 
also courses between the body as a reified vessel for a spirit and the body as constantly 
being undergoing changes vis a vis historical circumstances and social relations. A 
deeper exploration of these tensions also offers insight into the character of Juan Pablo 
Orígenes.  
Orígenes, for his part, expresses his utopianism by joining Román to resurrect the 
dead by recovering the lost books of the Enfermos. He also returns to his old practices of 
writing graffiti on the walls of Orabá to unleash the contagion of the Enfermedad. When 
these embodied practices prove not to be enough to raise the dead, toward the end of the 
novel he considers the resonances between the words Enfermedad and eucaristía and 
realizes that “ambas palabras encierran un concepto de transición, un estado transitorio 
del cuerpo, y una condición iniciática” (532). This realization, in turn, leads Orígenes to 
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conclude that “ya no era el momento de escribir más, sino que era el momento de vivir la 
escritura como una profecía” (533). As a result, he finds his copy of Anatomy of 
Melancholy by Robert Burton, in the margins of which he has written all of his poetry 
and commentary on his life and the Enfermo movement, and begins to rip out the pages 
and steep them in hot water and drink the infusions until the entire book is gone. He does 
so through an overdetermined belief in the power of words to elicit changes in bodily 
states, exemplified in his desire to also “beberse de un trago todas las copas de los 
árboles, toda la memoria de Orabá y del País” (534). In doing so, he destroys the text 
which he has promised to give to Salomón for the young man’s research for his book on 
the history of the Enfermos. But when Orígenes realizes the consequences of such 
destruction, he expresses a much different view of writing than in the one expressed in 
his ritualistic consumption of his own words:  
Lo hizo así porque creía que el libro de la Enfermedad es el libro contado por la 
ausencia, y que había que hacer la ausencia en el libro para que luego viniera 
Estiarte Salmón a escribir su historia de los Enfermos. El libro es el libro de la 
ausencia porque el libro es el objeto de recordar, y sólo se puede recordar lo que 
está ausente, sólo lo que al irse nos dejó una herida o una marca cualquiera. (538)  
 
This view of writing is a far cry from the belief in writing as a vehicle for 
initiating a program of change destined to produce a new state in the body. It expresses, 
on the contrary, a much more messianic belief in the openness of writing, the mantle of 
which must be constantly picked up again and again to rethink, question, and restore 
potentiality to what was, what is, and what could be. This messianic attitude is outlined in 
more detail at a previous point in the novel in an interview Salomón conducts with 
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Orígenes, and illustrates just how much the poet oscillates between the two utopian poles. 
In this interview, Orígenes tells Salomón: 
la escritura … es una conversación que uno tiene hoy con el recuerdo de ayer … 
escribir es posible solamente después de los hechos, y esto es muy triste, porque 
uno, cuando es escritor, no tiene capacidad de reaccionar ante la vida: uno tiene 
que esperar, asimilar, comprender, y entonces, cuando la memoria nos visita 
como un fantasma, entonces solamente es posible hablar con ella; pero es una 
pura anacronía la escritura: usted está escribiendo un libro sobre algo que pasó 
hace cuarenta años, ¿por qué no llegaste antes, Salomón?, ¿por qué no naciste 
antes, cuando había que escribir este libro?; ninguno de nosotros había sido capaz, 
en aquellos años, a decir nada valioso sobre el asunto, … eso es la escritura: un 
hablar muy tarde con lo que hace años nos partió el corazón, y aunque hubieras 
llegado antes, Salomón, ni una sola palabra habrías podido escribir. (447)  
 
 In Guadalupe Ordaz’s assertion that the past is a ghost, and Orígenes’ description 
of memory visiting like a ghost, there are echoes of Derrida’s notions of how the “social 
mode of haunting” is “frequentation,” and this visit from the ghost is the “event” (101). 
The logic of the ghost relates to history and memory “[H]aunting is historical,” Derrida 
writes; “[t]he ghostly displaces itself like the movement of this history” (4). But also the 
visitation of ghosts also invokes the logic of ruination, because the event of a visit from 
the ghost is both the first occurrence of something new and the repetition of something 
old. The return of the ghost to the earthly domain is a “[r]petition and first time,” as each 
evental appearance of the ghost is a “singularity” and “the event itself,” something that 
“begins by coming back” (10, 10, 10, 11). In effect, Derrida is arguing that maintaining 
the spectrality of our relationship to the past necessarily requires us to relinquish desires 
to restore life to dead generations. It is only by remaining open to the past and its capacity 
to change us – and the significance of bodies – through the work of memory and 
mourning, that we can hope to rewrite history which itself remains open to new 
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possibilities. Ruiz Sosa’s characters struggle with what to do with their personal and 
historical ghosts. They are trapped between their will to resurrect the dead, despite the 
horrors they experienced from teleological interpretations of their lives, and their tacit 
acknowledgement that the only possibility of conjuring up their lost love ones is through 
open hermeneutic processes of creating meaning out of the fragments, traces, and ruins 
left in their wake.  
 If reading Anatomía de la memoria through the lens of the tensions between these 
visions of utopia privileges the generative power of the spectral and open messianic 
utopanism over teleological utopian blueprints, it follows that the novel discards a reified 
view of the body in favor a one more in line with Harvey’s dialectical notion that the 
body is open to reconfiguration from social processes in a constant state of becoming. In 
affirming the presence of the spectral, and remaining wary of dangers of programs of 
resurrection, the characters in this book engage with the history and memories of their 
city which lend Orabá the quality of a ghost town. However, just as the novel avoids a 
closed interpretation of the body as either dead or alive, neither does it posit a vision of 
spectrality which perpetuates a desire to banish the ghosts of the past. We can read this 
nuanced view of spectrality through a series of references to perhaps the most famous 
ghost town in Mexican letters: the town of Comala. A section of Anatomía de la memoria 
featuring one of Salomón’s final interviews with Orígenes opens with an epigraph from 
Juan Rulfo’s Pedro Páramo. The epigraph comes from a scene just after Juan Preciado 
dies in Comala, when his ghost explains to Dorotea – also a ghost – that he died from the 
“murmullos” voiced by the specters haunting the village: “Y cuando me encontré con los 
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murmullos se me reventaron las cuerdas” (Rulfo 90). Ruiz Sosa’s section opens with 
Orígenes telling Salomón that the young author was doomed to fall into a deep rabbit 
hole as soon as he began researching the Enfermedad. Using language reminiscent of 
Juan Preciado’s journey to Comala and subsequent death and afterlife beneath the soil, 
Orígenes tells his interlocutor: “cuando viniste al libro, Salomón, no sabías que de aquí 
ya nadie sale, como si fuera una tumba o un pozo lleno de gente que le jala a uno las 
patas o un pueblo lleno de muertos” (486). While Orígenes’ metaphor encapsulates 
Salomón’s spiral into obsession and delirium as the novel progresses, there are other 
details in the novel which show that unlike Juan Preciado, Salomón avoids remaining 
trapped in the ghost town.  
 First, at the outset of the novel in Salomón’s initial interview with Orígenes, the 
Enfermo poet recounts the story which demonstrates how it is, in fact, possible to fall into 
a grave and come out alive. The story he tells is of how the Enfermos were betrayed by 
an infiltrator and their plan to kidnap a politician was disclosed to the paramilitaries. 
Orígenes fled north toward the border with another comrade named Pablo Lezama. While 
no other former Enfermos who Salomón talks to can corroborate the existence of a Pablo 
Lezama, and it is unclear whether or not he is the product of Orígenes’ imagination or 
dementia, Orígenes claims it turned out Lezama was the very traitor who betrayed the 
movement, and who was now planning to murder Orígenes and bury him near the border. 
The two begin to fight and fall into the open grave Lezama had dug:  
Estuvieron dos de pie frente a la tumba, pero luego estuvieron dentro los dos. 
Cayeron dentro, o entrarían a voluntad para matarse más cerca de donde la muerte 
reside. … Entonces fue que adentro de la tumba se mataron. Porque se mataron 
los dos. Sólo murió uno, pero ninguno de los dos salió vivo del sepulcro. O 
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porque los dos salieron, unificados en uno sólo, en Juan Pablo Orígenes, es que 
ninguno está de verdad vivo. (33-34) 
 
Like Macedonio desire to embody Lida’s spirit, Orígenes’ struggles with the 
consequences of embodying two souls in a single body. In his case, his double 
embodiment does not stem from wanting to resurrect the dead, but of being unable to 
shake off the ghost of his traumatic past. But prior to this fusion of Lezama and Orígenes 
in one not-quite-dead but not-quite-alive body, there is a telling description of their death 
struggle inside the grave: “cercados y juntos, como si fueran hermanos, como gemelos 
abrazados que muerte juntos, unidos por tendones invisibles, pero no eran gemelos ni 
hermanos ni morirían abrazados, aunque quizás, muchos años después, morirían juntos” 
(33). This image of Juan Pablo Orígenes and Pablo Lezama locked in an embrace in a 
grave directly alludes to the description of Dorotea and Juan Preciado after the latter’s 
death in Comala. From within their shared grave, Dorotea tells Juan Preciado: “Ya ves, ni 
siquiera le robé el espacio a la tierra. Me enterraron en tu misma sepultura y cupe muy 
bien en el hueco de tus brazos. Aquí en este rincón donde me tienes ahora. Sólo se me 
ocurre que debería ser yo la que te tuviera abrazado a ti” (94). Unlike Juan Preciado, 
however, Orígenes does manage to leave the grave, although Salomón notes that when 
Orígenes’ talks he sounds like he is take an “ultimo suspiro en vida y primera respiración 
de espectro” (43) This liminal existence between life and death, between body and 
specter, can also be read as a broader frame for the relationship between the past and the 
present in Orabá.  
 We can see this liminality at play in Anatomía de la memoria’s final reference to 
Comala as well. The infamous line Pedro Páramo utters after Susana San Juan’s funeral 
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is poorly attended by the people of Comala – “‘Me cruzaré de brazos y Comala se morirá 
de hambre’” – is alluded to with a key difference (179). El Flaco Zambrano tells Salomón 
in an interview about the period when things started to go wrong for the Enfermos. 
Paranoid about the infiltration of their organization by paramilitaries, they began 
torturing fellow comrades suspected of being traitors and collaborators. Zambrano does 
not justify this violent excesses, but he does try to explain their mentality:  
todo se hacía por los ideales, Salomón, nos guiaba un sentir poderoso, o creíamos 
que era así, en ese tiempo parecía que así era la vida, uno no podía quedarse con 
los brazos cruzados ante lo que pasaba, y sin embargo, ahora me parece que lo 
hicimos todo mal, … lo que le pasó a otros, a muchos otros, es cierto que pudimos 
equivocarnos gravemente, pero no sé si aquella violencia era necesaria, la nuestra 
y la de Ellos. (477)  
 
Whereas the vengeful Pedro Páramo looked out on the people of Comala with disdain 
and vowed to starve them to death, Zambrano argues that the Enfermo movement at its 
most earnest, despite its terrible mistakes and excesses, looked out and saw injustice and 
refused to sit back with their arms crossed. The actions taken by Pedro Páramo and the 
Enfermos were symptomatic of processes of ruination – the former of the ruination 
produced by an hacienda system which concentrated power in the hands of landowners, 
and the latter of the ruination of the desarrollo estabilizador development model. And yet 
both actions were unable to forestall the advent of new processes of ruination, as the 
acceleration of neoliberal and narcocapitalist ruination followed the inflection point of 
the 1970s, and in Pedro Páramo’s case, one of the last things he sees before he dies is 
“[l]a tierra en ruinas” outside his window (190). But unlike the hermetic seal of Comala’s 
fate as a town of dead souls, its identically-syllabled counterpart of Orabá is an open city 
in which the living and the dead commingle. The spectrality of the past within the present 
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creates the conditions for an undefined hope for the future. Within such a city, there 
exists a modicum of hope in the impossible utopian possibility of conversing with the 
dead, and finding inspiration in their spirits, but in a manner which avoid the catastrophes 
of teleological certainty. This type of utopian belief is most clearly visible in Salomón’s 
own struggles with the ghosts of his present.  
 Throughout Estiarte Salomón’s interviews with the Enfermos, he is haunted by 
his own personal trauma. Midway through the book, he discloses that his brother, Álvaro 
Salomón, was killed in the crossfire of a shootout. His brother’s death is just one example 
of the devastating epiphenomenon of neoliberal violence ravaging the city of 
Orabá/Culiacán. But in addition to the grief he feels from his brother’s absence, Álvaro 
Salomón is described as a spectral presence in Estiarte Salomón’s life. After Juan Pablo 
Orígenes disappears with Eliot Román, Estiarte Salomón waits by the phone for news 
from the poet. As he does so,  
[s]eguía rondándole la mente el fantasma del hermano, o la idea triste de que 
aquéllos [sic] a los que queremos tanto, al morir, se conviertan en fantasmas y 
espanten y ronden los panteones y caminen por la noche transparentes y nos 
pongan en el hombro la mano para recordarnos que un día, quién sabe cuándo, 
también nosotros vamos a morirnos. (217) 
 
Later on, as Salomón nurses a hangover from the previous night he spent sharing the 
pharmacological cocktail with the other Enfermos, he remembers a ghostly voice inside 
his head that conjured up memories of his late brother: 
recuerda, Salomón, quién te hablaba entre la bruma del evocar, cuando no podías 
dormir y tampoco podías estar despierto, cuando el recuerdo de tu hermano, 
perdido él en el otro mundo donde ya nadie envejece, te atormentaba como una 
rueda de la fortuna que no se para, que no nos deja bajarnos aun cuando ya nos 





Both of these considerations of his brother’s ghost portray haunting as a terrifying 
situation. Salomón is incapable of exorcising the traumatic specter of his brother’s 
absence. What’s more, in both scenarios of haunting, there is a stark division between the 
realms of the living and the dead, and a visitation of the ghost reminds Salomón that he 
too is destined for the other world.  
 However, like many of the other characters in the novel, a concpetion of the ghost 
that opposes absence to presence is challenged by other moments of Salomón’s thinking. 
When he tells the other enfermos about his brother’s death, Salomón is overcome with 
grief. But in that same moment, he has an epiphany about the difference between the 
death of the body and the death of the spirit. The phenomenon of the lingering spirt of the 
deceased is described as a form of haunting. But this is not a terror-inducing kind of 
haunting. Rather, this form of haunting is conceptualized as the traces of the other that 
persist in our memories, and often manifest as the physical ache of mourning. As opposed 
to the mere death of the body, Salomón calls the moment when these traces of the dead 
disappear from those who remain “la muerte muerte,” and describes this doubled-death as 
“el acabarse todo de los otros en nosotros” (286). This version of haunting posits the 
ghost as something almost to be welcomed. The spectral presence of deceased 
generations reminds us that the dead are condemned to a second and more irrevocable 
death if we do not attempt to preserve and make meaning out of the fragments and traces 
the leave behind in us.  
The visitation of his brother’s specter captures Salomón in the tension between 
the terror of being haunted by his brother’s death, and the work of mourning which 
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maintains what Derrida calls “hospitality without reserve” toward the ghosts in our lives 
(65). This tension illuminates the nature of Salomón’s desire to write his book on 
Orígenes and the Enfermos in the first place. There are a few key moments in which the 
text suggests Salomón is entering a state of delirium brought on by his freewheeling 
obsession with his book and the Enfermos, and by the chemicals he ingests with the other 
enfermos. But we can also read these moments as situations in which Salomón reveals his 
writing practice to be a work of mourning. Through his writing, he sifts through the past 
to bring spectral voices into conversation. Immediately after Orígenes tells Salomón that 
writing is a dialogue with a memory of the past that is like a ghost, Salomón begins to 
question the basis of his project, and feels like his writing places him in the graveyard of 
history: 
tal vez esto es lo que le estaba pasando a Estiarte Salomón: un hablar hoy con el 
pasado, como si fuera posible rectificar las muertes, las ausencias, las dificultades 
anteriores con la voz del ahora; como si alguna de aquellas voces pudiera 
responderle; y quizás él mismo usaba las palabras de los otros, o su recuerdo de 
las palabras de los otros, para responderse y no quedarse solo, y por eso seguía 
escribiendo, como quien visita en el cementerio la cruz que marca el lugar donde 
se entierra no solo una idea, sino lo compartido con esa vida. (447)  
 
The connection established here between writing an oral history of the Enfermos in 
present day Orabá, and the work of mourning all that was lost in past, implicates both the 
historical project of understanding how the current circumstances came to be, and the 
personal project of grieving his brother. It is for this reason that Salomón admits that 
despite his ambitious project of writing the history of others, “era incapaz de saber, o de 
escribir, que no es lo mismo pero que es muy parecido, lo que su hermano pudo sentir 
justo en el momento en que le robaban la vida” (276-77). Yet paradoxically, in almost the 
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same thought, this impossibility of knowing or writing about his brother’s last moments 
on earth is partially overcome through the oral history of the Enfermos: “el recuerdo de 
su hermano empezaba a aparecer como un fantasma en las páginas que estaba escribiendo 
sobre la vida de Juan Pablo Orígenes, de los Enfermos, de Orabá” (277). 
 One the one hand, Salomón admits that the writerly work of mourning offers no 
chance of rectifying the violence of the past, or the absences of the present. Yet on the 
other, he also says that through writing about the past, his brother’s specter has been 
made present. How can we reconcile this aporia in Salomón’s thinking? A seemingly 
unrelated detail sheds some light. During one of the scenes where Juan Pablo Orígenes 
and Eliot Román are digging up the Enfermos’ library, they both become exhausted and 
drift off into reveries about their past. Suddenly, they no longer want to run around Orabá 
looking for lost books. Instead, they both desire nothing more than to return to their 
favorite bar and drink beer listening to “aquella música que adormece a las bestias,” a 
music which recalls Isidro Levi’s comment about the ‘música común’ which brought the 
Enfermos together in the first place (423). In this reverie, the waiter who brings them the 
beer is described as “lo único que flotaba entre el éter y el ámbar” (423). This ambiguous 
turn of phrase – between the ether and the amber – encapsulates much of Macedonio’s 
and Orígenes’ utopian practices, and the utopianism of Salomón’s project. Rather than 
envisioning a diffuse, ethereal utopian spirit of the past that is intangible and cannot be 
grasped in the present, existing only in a separate realm of the spectral, or the reifying 
utopian desire to preserve a perfect image of the past in amber so as never to be obliged 
to confront its disappearance, Macedonio and Orígenes oscillate wildly between these 
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two poles. But through his writing, Salomón occupies the tension between these two 
utopian ideals. He is attuned to the necessity of remaining hospitable to the spirits of the 
past, and the parallel necessity of holding fast to fragments of the past to orient us in the 
present. In other words, Salomón’s project places the ether of memory and the amber of 
history into a dialectic. The fragments of history are appropriated and reanimated by the 
memories of the people and ideas we mourn. Our memories also form a critical lens 
through which we can rewrite a more open story of how we understand the fragments of 
the past.  
We can see this dialectic at play in Salomón’s reactions to the two main projects 
of engaging with memories and history in the novel: Lida Pastor’s portraits and writing. 
At the end of the novel, Salomón is left alone with the portraits of Lida’s ancestors, but 
the faces on these portraits suddenly transform into those of the Enfermos, the other 
enfermos, and even his brother. The repetitive transformation of these paintings would 
perhaps seem more surreal if the reader did not already know they had been appropriated 
and reappropriated several times. When Lida Pastor’s uncle inherited the Botica and the 
house, the paintings were there, hanging as homages to the original owner’s relatives. 
From there they were reappropriated by the Pastor clan to represent their own family’s 
history, and now, in turn they are morphing into the key figures of Salomón’s life. The 
reappropriation and rewriting of history with preexisting materials is echoed in a 
comment Salomón makes about the relationship between writing and history. Salomón’s 
comment is a delayed response to Isidro Levi assertion that  
[l]a piel de la historia es una fábrica de amputaciones, injertos, maquillaje, a veces 
los que quedan vivos traicionan a los que ya no pueden hablar, a los muertos, a los 
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desaparecidos … porque sus palabras se van borrando con la muerte de nuestros 
amigos, de nuestros enemigos, de tantísimos desconocidos que participan y pasan 
a nuestro lado, silenciosos. (267)  
 
This philosophy of history stays with Salomón, and he partially agrees with Isidro, but 
also differentiates history as it is transmitted to us from the work of writing history itself: 
“la escritura rasga la piel de la Historia, en mayúsculas; … que la escritura cambia al 
mundo, que la verdad cambia al mundo, que algo puede cambiar al mundo” (287). In 
these philosophies of visual and textual culture, Salomón’s utopian practice of placing 
history and memory into a dialectic is clear. 
But on the other hand, the utopian thrust of Salomón’s project also suspends this 
dialectic in search of a mode of writing that takes the materials of history transmitted to 
us through somatic, physical, textual and visual archives, and traces within them a non-
reified state of ruin which would remain open and hospitable to the lost voices of the 
past. The oral history of the Enfermos in Anatomía de la memoria does not attempt to 
resurrect the Enfermos of the 1970s to fulfil their teleological mission of revolution, but 
rather, as Juan Pablo Orígenes says, allow us to listen to their phantasmal voices as they 
“vuelv[en] a hablar desde sus tumbas” (491). Listening to the ghosts of history allows 
Salomón to draw connections between the bodies left dead in the past, and those, like his 
brother, left dead in the present. The embodied ruin vision of Salomón’s work produces 
dialectical images of the failures left in the wake of the Enfermo’s struggles and those 
created by the neoliberal narcocapitalism presently shaping the city of Orabá. Such 
dialectical images of ruin illuminate the importance of maintaining a utopian openness 
toward the future to constantly critique the sociospatial relations of the present, and the 
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reified histories transmitted to us that purport to explain these relations. When Juan Pablo 
Orígenes tells Estiarte Salomón that “cuando todo fracasa, añoramos aquello que no fue 
sino lo imposible,” he is speaking of the real tragedy of failed utopías, which is the 
intertwined human tragedy and the loss of one’s ability to believe in impossible 
possibilities (453). But Salomón’s project of rewriting the history of the Enfermedad, of 
letting the dead speak from their graves about the injustices of the present, demonstrates 
the fundamental utopianism of maintaining openness to the impossible as such. His 
vision of history also democratizes the work of the historian, and the voices who get to 
speak to us from the depths of history, by imagining new modes of intergenerational 
relation and institutions of historical preservation and interpretation. Moreover, Anatomía 
de la memoria places particular emphasis on alternative spaces, such as the Botica 
Nacional and the Cementerio Civil, as reclaimed public sites where democratic versions 
of histories can be rewritten. The temporal utopian work of mourning that informs 
Salomón’s approach to writing history and memory is inherently spatial work as well. 
The social relations between the Enfermos, the other enfermos, and their pasts and 
presents, implicate the space of Orabá. Salomón’s project also rescues a sense of hope 
informed by the past and present ruins of Orabá, however tenuous and fragile this hope 
may be, that the utopian spirit will not be lost to the ether, and that history’s fragments 
can be reclaimed from the amber that seals its interpretation as unbroken progress. But 
most of all, Salomón’s openness to the ghosts of history maintains hope that, despite the 
nihilism that neoliberal narcocapitalism engenders, the fate of Orabá will be different 
than that of Comala.  
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CHAPTER THREE: “En huelga de la huelga”: Movement and Stasis within Alonso 
Ruizpalacios’ Bartleby Politics 
 
Introduction 
Alonso Ruizpalacios’ 2014 film Gūeros is about four young people who track 
down a forgotten legend of Mexican rock, a man named Epigmenio Cruz. The film, 
which received Ariel awards in 2015 for best picture, best debut film, best director, and 
best sound, embodies broad trends in Mexican cinema. Gūeros features coming-of-age 
stories, interconnected plot arcs, and road trips, all of which are found in internationally 
lauded films such as Alejandro González Iñárritu’s Amores perros (2000) and Alfonso 
Cuarón’s Y tu mamá también (2001). Set against the backdrop of the 1999-2000 
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM) student strike, the film depicts 
several days in the lives of Sombra and Santos, two UNAM students who have 
withdrawn from the strike and sit at home in abject boredom. When Sombra’s younger 
brother Tomás gets into trouble back home in Veracruz, their mother sends Tomás to 
Mexico City to live with his older brother. During his first few days in Mexico City, 
Tomás witnesses the degree of Sombra and Santos’ listlessness. Set adrift from both their 
studies and the political movement roiling their university, Sombra and Santos’ prolific 
ability to do nothing all day is only interrupted when they get caught stealing electricity 
from their downstairs neighbor. As the trio scrambles to escape the wrath of this 
neighbor, Tomás convinces them to try and find Epigmenio Cruz. Via a short note in the 
paper, the boys discover that this rock musician, so beloved by Tomás and Sombra’s late 
father, is on his deathbed. Having rediscovered his music, Sombra, Santos, and Tomás 
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embark on a circuitous road trip to find Epigmenio. Along the way they explore hidden 
corners of Mexico City, accidentally stumble across a raucous UNAM strike assembly, 
pick up Sombra’s love interest Ana, and attend a film premiere party, before finally 
locating Epigmenio Cruz at a Texcoco pulquería. 
Halfway through Gūeros, there is a seemingly banal exchange which provides a 
clue for how to read the film. Santos and Tomás walk through the UNAM campus, 
presently occupied by student protesters rebelling against the tuition hikes proposed as a 
component of neoliberal austerity. After finding out that Santos misses attending classes, 
Tomás asks Santos why he doesn’t just transfer to another school to finish his thesis. By 
this point the camera has focused on the boys’ legs as they kick a semi-crushed can down 
the road, literalizing a common cliché of the penchant for postponing the inevitable 
which the film’s characters seem to embody. It is not difficult to read a reflection of this 
slackerism in Santos’ laconic response: “Preferiría no hacerlo” (0:59:10-0:59:20).  
 While the slacker attitude of this scene and the rest of the film contribute to its 
comic tone, a reading of Gūeros, its ironic sense of humor, and its broader cultural and 
political commentaries is incomplete without unpacking this scene further. Santos’ 
“Bartleby moment” is a playful reference to one of US author Herman Melville’s most 
iconic characters (Asse Dayán 159). More than just a humorous rejoinder, when Santos 
channels Bartleby’s political spirit, his remarks embody a deeper logic within the film by 
turning the scrivener’s refusal into a self-reflexive critique of the UNAM strikers’ 
political imaginary. In this chapter, I analyze Gūeros through in-depth readings of the 
film’s “Bartleby moments” (which I argue are plural), focusing on how these moments 
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pinpoint and critique the cultural and political erasures of the neoliberal era in Mexico. 
These moments reframe Gūeros as a text whose principal concerns are the relationships 
between culture, intellectuals, and mass movements, and the relationships between cities 
and utopian politics across history. Throughout the film, Ruizpalacios sets up a series of 
dichotomies – mass culture versus politically radical art, intellectuals versus mass 
movements, fulfillment of basic needs versus poetic interpretation, movement versus 
stasis – only for his characters to refuse or position themselves as on strike from the 
occlusions these dichotomies produce within a neoliberal framework. By combining 
Giorgio Agamben’s philosophical insights into Bartleby’s embodiment of the 
metaphysics of potentiality and contingency with Ernst Bloch’s concept of the not-yet 
through time and space, ultimately I will argue that Gūeros enacts a critique of both 
neoliberal and communalistic spatial relations, and of overdetermined teleologies of the 
End of History. Instead, Ruizpalacios stakes out a position that foregrounds the 
intertwined nature of material and spiritual fulfillment in utopian attempts to reconfigure 
human relationships to urban space and history.  
Bartleby in Mexico 
 Santos’ “Bartleby moment” – in which he expresses his preference not to switch 
universities – is both one more example of the main characters’ indefatigable slackerism, 
and a scene that provides a theoretical window through which we can read the film. As 
the Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben points out, Bartleby’s catchphrase of “I would 
prefer not to” is a complex utterance which “opens a zone of indistinction between yes 
and no, the preferable and the non-preferable … the potential to be (or do) and the 
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potential not to be (or do)” (255). This “zone of indistinction” occurs because “Bartleby 
does not consent, but neither does he simply refuse to do what is asked of him,” casting 
him in the role of “the messenger, who simply carries a message without adding 
anything, or who performatively announces an event” (256, 257). When the spirit behind 
Bartleby’s speech act travels to Mexico through Ruizpalacios’ film, its key features are 
changed in instructive ways. Long before Santos channels the words of Melville’s 
striking scribe, Sombra and his younger brother Tomás are chatting in Sombra’s squalid 
apartment. Sombra points out the window to the UNAM campus, where a large banner 
emblazoned with the word “HUELGA” hangs from the façade of a building. Tomás, 
confused as to why his brother is not on campus with the rest of the striking students, 
asks Sombra if he and Santos participate in the marches or in extracurricular classes. 
Sombra responds to both questions with an indifferent “no.” Tomás then asks if they are 
“esquiroiles,” or scabs, to which Sombra responds by defiantly warning Tomás never to 
accuse them of being scabs again. Still perplexed, Tomás then asks Sombra exactly what 
their relationship is to the strike. Sombra responds by saying, “Estamos en huelga de la 
huelga” (0:18:04-0:18:36). 
 More than just comical mental gymnastics needed to rationalize the laziness and 
squalor of their current situation, Sombra’s proclamation can be read as a rewriting of 
Bartleby’s formula. True to the spirit of Bartleby’s announcement of the event of refusal, 
Sombra’s rewrites “I would prefer not to” by replacing the expression of a preference not 
to act with an announcement of the action of striking. Although the notion of a strike 
conjures up classic images of labor movement tactics like picket lines and occupied 
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buildings, at a more literal level the verb actually describes a suspension in a specific 
action – working. “Huelga,” “holgar,” and “to strike” are strange words which describe, 
paradoxically, the action of a placing a separate action in abeyance. Indeed, the 
etymology of “huelga” points us to its roots in Latin words related to the bellows, 
exhaling, and breathing, and are even more suggestive of this curious sense of “huelga” 
as a break in the occurrence of a separate action. The boys are not simply on strike; they 
are on strike from a different strike. In other words, Sombra announces a refusal of a 
previous refusal, in a formulation whose double negative is not reducible to mere 
opposition to the original strike. Clearly, Sombra and Santos are not scabs. Clearer still, 
they are not doing work of any kind (at least at the beginning of the film). As such, we 
can see that Güeros operates within the same “philosophical constellation to which 
Bartleby belongs” (Agamben 253).  The film enacts a revision of Bartleby’s formula, and 
gives it a self-reflexive orientation to examine the blind spots of the anti-neoliberal 
student strike. 
 How does this rewriting of Bartleby’s formula help us understand Gūeros, its 
context, and its politics? In what follows, I will demonstrate that the theoretical prism of 
“being on strike from the strike” allows us read Ruizpalacios’ film as a dual critique of 
the both the historical lacunae of intellectual projects designed to cultivate mass political 
consciousness, and the widespread abandonment in the neoliberal era of attempts to build 
mass cultural movements that inculcate a sense of solidarity.  This rereading of Gūeros’ 
cultural politics allows us to then reconsider the representation of the 1999-2000 UNAM 
student strike in direct political relation to Sombra and Santos’ strike from the strike. 
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Such an approach forces us to reconsider the political tactics of occupying a city, and the 
poetic experience of free movement through the city, as expressions of twin utopian 
urban visions that focus on basic needs of all, and on encounters with the unexpected. 
The dialectics of these two utopian impulses question the neoliberal division of space and 
regimentation of motion in Mexico City. In turn, interrogations of motion and stasis in 
the spatial domain lead to a critique of purported cessation of motion within History in 
neoliberal ideology. This critique functions along similar lines to Ernst Bloch’s concept 
of the “not-yet,” by asserting the right to poetic movement and stasis within the city as a 
constitutive feature of a utopian urban experience to come, restoring a sense of 
potentiality and contingency to Mexico’s history.  
 
Gūeros, Solidarism, and Mass Culture 
 After Sombra, Santos, Tomás, and Ana leave the strike assembly at the Ciudad 
Universitaria, they stumble upon a few of Ana’s friends who are headed to a movie 
premiere after party in honor of a Mexican indie director. At the party, Ana gets drawn 
into a conversation with the film’s director and his circle of friends. The boys slink off 
into a corner. Even though he has not yet seen the film in question, Sombra, annoyed at 
being snubbed by Ana, goes on a rant about the artistic pretensions of the director’s film: 
“Puto cine mexicano. Agarran a unos pinches pordioseros y filman en blanco y negro y 
dicen que ya están haciendo cine de arte” (1:09:07-1:09:15). Sombra’s rant is presented 
both as an over-the-top reaction against indie film which sublimates his actual, more 
banal issue – his love interest isn’t paying attention to him – and as a commentary 
198 
 
obviously directed at Gūeros itself. Ruizpalacio’s film is also shot in black and white, and 
playfully acknowledges its arthouse lineage by deploying a profusion of narrative and 
cinematic tropes closely associated with indie films: semi-improvised dialogue, repeated 
use of jarring angles and close ups, long contemplative montages as transitions, visual 
treatments of the urban poor, a journey to find one’s idol which becomes a journey of 
self-discovery, etc. Moreover, the film also takes great pains to both acknowledge its 
artistic aspirations, and to insist that it does not take these pretensions seriously. In a clear 
example, there is the scene when Sombra is talking to the doctor, played by Alonso 
Ruizpalacios himself, at the hospital. The scene depicts a fairly normal conversation, shot 
with a series of alternating over the shoulder shots. However, the classic over-the-
shoulder shot (OTS) is subverted. As one character speaks, the camera hovers behind his 
head to show us the face of the person who is listening. But these are not conventional 
reactions shots. The camera’s rack focus is off in each of these shots, as the back of the 
person’s head who is speaking is in focus, and the person who is listening has their face 
blurred (0:34:20-0:35:35). This sequence is one of many which enact deliberate 
disruptions of expected cinematic language. Whether these disruptions represent an 
intensification of the film’s innovative aesthetics, or an absurdist commentary on artistic 
pretentions, in either scenario Gūeros repeatedly signals its status as an artistic film 
product.  
It is worth considering this sequence in light of the scene when the boys finally 
arrive at Ciudad Universitaria and pick up their friend Oso. Partway through this scene, 
the filmic universe is disrupted and Oso is asked by a voice off camera what he thinks of 
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the film. The audience then sees a clapperboard shut, queueing and timecoding the scene, 
right before Oso, laughing, says that he thinks the movie is “bien mala” due to its lack of 
plot, its overemphasis on clichéd road trip and chase-scene tropes, and its self-indulgent, 
thinly veiled autobiography (0:49:17-0:50:04).     
 Jacobo Asse Dayán argues that Gūeros’ self-referential attitude is essential to 
understanding its ambivalent critiques of neoliberal policies. For this critic, Gūeros calls 
attention to the film’s own status as a form of cultural production shaped by the demands 
of neoliberalism on the Mexican film industry:  
Anti-neoliberal in spirit, [Gūeros] had no choice but to conform to the neoliberal 
market and adopt its strategies. Forced to elaborate its critique from within a 
neoliberal shell, the result is an interesting paradox that uses self-reference to 
comment on the Mexican film industry and on itself, in an attempt to recognize its 
own limits as a neoliberal film and to point the finger at the deficiencies of the film 
industry. (116) 
 
As insightful as Asse Dayán’s reading is, particularly in his discussion of the acute 
effects of neoliberalism on Mexico’s film industry, and how, as a result, cinema becomes 
a useful prism for analyzing the economic, social, and cultural legacies of these policies, 
there are limitations to his approach. Although he claims Gūeros’ self-aware moments 
“serve the purpose of destroying the world of fiction that the film created,” Asse Dayán 
limits the scope of the outside world referenced in these moments to “the Mexican film 
industry” (115). This view precludes a deeper examination of the principal cultural 
touchstones Ruizplacios comments on beyond Mexican film, and the vision of a 
politically radical mass culture this projects embodied. 
Beyond self-reference to his own “world of fiction,” Sombra’s rant about arthouse 
directors who shoot beggars in black and white links Gūeros to a different film: Luis 
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Buñuel’s Los olvidados (1950). To the extent that Sombra’s anger toward the fictional 
director is comically descriptive of Gūeros itself, his verdict could just as easily apply to 
Buñuel’s film. When Los olvidados premiered in México, its unflinching depiction of the 
poor urban underclass caused a scandal in the country and the film was pulled from 
theaters. However, the film later was submitted to Cannes, where it won the Palme d’Or. 
Only afterwards did it receive an extended theatrical release in Mexico. In stark departure 
from the melodramatic and heroic portrayal of Mexico’s popular classes as avatars of a 
new, national identity during the Golden Age of Mexican film, Los olvidados offered 
viewers a glimpse of those left behind by Mexican modernity through its blend of gritty 
realism and oneiric surrealism. According to Ignacio Sánchez Prado, many Mexican 
filmmakers sympathetic to the marginalized classes inherited the images of the 
“lumpenproletariat … canonized visually by Luis Buñuel’s 1950 film Los olvidados” as 
the quintessential media archive of Mexico’s poor in their subsequent attempts to inspire 
solidarity or shock the bourgeoisie via the silver screen (Screening Neoliberalism 13, 
125). The spectral presence of Los olvidados in Ruizpalacios’ film represents a novel 
commentary on this inheritance.  
 Los olvidados is mentioned in a scene which is deeply instructive as to how to 
read Gūeros’ broader cultural politics. As Sombra, Santos, Tomás, and Ana drive around 
Mexico City, Sombra and Ana begin to play a game where they imitate the characters 
from Los olvidados. They mimic the iconic, cantadito cadences of Buñuel’s protagonists, 
and Sombra’s impression taking a theatrical turn, as he begins moving his head and 
making “cabeceos” like Jaibo, the protagonist of Los olvidados (1:06:24-1:07:02). Other 
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echoes of Los olvidados are discernable as well. Like Buñuel’s film, Gūeros features 
extended montages which visually contrast Mexico City’s poorer and more affluent 
districts. Toward the end of the film, a sequence of a young boy being chased through an 
abandoned lot recalls the opening scene of Los olvidados, where the main characters 
playact an imaginary bullfight surrounding by a crumbling building (Buñuel 0:02:28-
0:02:43). In Güeros, this scene turns violent, as one of the boy’s pursuers throws a rock at 
his head, striking him and drawing blood (1:29:12-1:29:25). In addition to its visual 
citation of the opening sequence of Buñuel’s film, this scene also summons the images 
from Los olvidados of Jaibo bludgeoning Julián to death with a rock (Buñuel 0:20:14-
0:20:24). This allusive sequence proves pivotal in Gūeros. The young boy scares his 
tormentors into leaving him alone by climbing a highway overpass and hurling a brick 
onto the stream of cars. In one of Gūeros’ many enactments of the irruption of the 
serendipitous and unknown in urban life, the brick crashes through the quartet’s window. 
In their ensuing pursuit of the young boy who threw it, the four stumble across the 
pulquería where Epigmenio Cruz spends his days.  
In the context of Gūeros’ portrayal of the UNAM strike as composed of upper-
middle class students, downwardly-mobile, middle-class students, and precariously-
positioned students from working-class backgrounds like Sombra, the visual citations of 
Los olvidados in the film’s exploration of urban marginality are instructive. To be sure, 
they stage a self-aware cinematic lineage between Buñuel and Ruizpalacios. But more 
importantly, in the context of the film’s backdrop of neoliberal austerity and the 
Mexican’s state’s assault on public higher education, these references to Los olvidados 
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point to the deeper utopian promise of the UNAM as a potential institution for social 
transformation. However, the main characters’ ambivalence toward the UNAM strike, 
and their decision to go on a journey through Mexico City that is continually and 
poetically disrupted by the unforeseen effects of sociospatial dislocation, suggests that the 
true arena for a politics of social solidarity must extend beyond the enclaved walls of 
Ciudad Universitaria (CU) to Mexico City more broadly. In making this critique of both 
the insularity of the UNAM strike, and the social marginality exacerbated by neoliberal 
austerity, Gūeros gestures toward a refusal to abandon the possibility of a cinema defined 
by a deep sense of solidarity with the poor. This filmic commitment to the forgotten, 
embodied by Los olvidados, has largely evaporated through what for Sánchez Prado is 
the hallmark of Mexican cinema in the neoliberal era: the foregrounding of the upper-
middle class’ experiences and values (Screening Neoliberalism).  
We can see a homologous attitude toward the more radical potential of Mexican 
muralism, the UNAM, and social solidarity in another of Gūeros’ critical scenes.  When 
the group is still at the UNAM, they come across a mass of students dancing, chanting, 
and playing drums, as Furia, a vocal student striker and Ana’s boyfriend, defaces the 
David Alfaros Siqueiros mural entitled “Las fechas en la historia de México o el derecho 
a la cultura.” The mural features a pair of overlapping outstretched arms with open palms, 
with a third arm, fist gripped around a pencil, superimposed on the first two and 
stretching toward an open book inscribed with six of the most important dates in Mexican 
history. The dates written in this book are 1520, 1810, 1857, 1910, and, lastly, the figure 
19??. It is precisely this last date which Furia is painting over, turning the 19?? into the 
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word “HOY?” (1:00:42-1:01:31). Abril Palomino remarks that this painting represents an 
homage to the struggle of all Mexican people for equal access to cultural institutions, and 
a reminder to young students that “la historia no termina” (Palomino). In a manner 
similar to Furia, the student movements of 1968 and 1999 both altered the mural as 
symbolic assertions that history remains in motion (Palomino).  But what is of particular 
interest to us for our reading of this scene is Ana’s exchange with Sombra. Shocked at 
Furia’s act of vandalism, she turns to Sombra and asks him, “¿Qué pensaría Siqueiros?” 
to which Sombra replies, “Probablemente estaría de acuerdo” (1:01:45-1:01:52). 
Héctor Jaimes describes Siqueiros as one of the most radical members of the 
Mexican muralism movement, and argues that his work evinces “una fusión entre la 
experimentación plástica y el compromiso político,” through which the painter developed 
“una visión del movimiento histórico, entendido dialécticamente … bajo parámetros 
filosóficos (121; 126). One manifestation of the dialectical nature of historical movement 
in Siqueiros’ art lies in the tension between his experimental and radical aesthetics, and 
his commitment to a form of art dedicated to the masses. According to Jaimes, the masses 
were both the key audience for Siqueiros’ project and a focal point of his painting, as 
Siquieros portrayed the masses “en su dinámica histórica … como posible efecto de 
cambio revolucionario” (151). Through the outstretched arms, lines of flight, and the 
open-endedness of Mexican history denoted by the question marks, the mural “Las fechas 
en la historia de México” embodies the dynamism of the Mexican people as a historical 
agent in motion. Its appearance in Gūeros as the site of Furia’s graffiti interventions 
indexes both an actual historical episode, and a reenactment of Siqueiros’ vision of the 
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motion of history. But the critical details of Ana’s dismay at the defacement of a piece of 
Mexico’s cultural patrimony, and Sombra’s reply that Siqueiros himself would likely 
agree with Furia’s actions, are telling. For one, this brief comment from Sombra 
represents the only instance in which he (as a barometer of the film’s overall attitude) 
seems to agree at least in spirit with Furia’s actions. In light of Gūeros’ allusions to Los 
olvidados, we can also read Siqueiros’ mural within the film as another invocation of the 
refusal to abandon the project of creating a mass culture to generate solidarity and a sense 
of historical agency. Specifically, in this case, Ruizplacios suggests that the very gesture 
of hoping to preserve Siqueiros’ murals, rather than to enact their message of setting 
history into motion, is another site of Gūeros’ Bartleby politics. Read together, the 
images of Buñuel’s and Siqueiros’ visual archives in Gūeros suggest the need to 
reassume the utopian task of imagining a different kind of historical agency within 
Mexico’s urban spaces, economic system, and educational institutions.  
These readings of Gūeros’ political alignment with mass cultural projects of 
solidarity clarify the significance of the film’s other major cultural concern besides 
cinema and muralism – music. The main plot conceit in Gūeros is the road trip to find 
Epigmenio Cruz, a nearly forgotten Mexican rock legend. After Tomás brings one of 
Epigmenio’s albums (titled Los gūeros) to Santos and Sombra’s apartment, the boys are 
left in wonder as to how a creator of such “chingón” rock music could have been lost to 
obscurity (0:15:58-0:16:04). Lamenting the consequences of Epigmenio’s failure to reach 
the ears of a wide audience, Sombra remarks, “Este gūey pudo haber salvado el rock 
nacional” (0:16:25-0:16:30). Just after the boys read in the newspaper that Epigmenio’s 
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health is in dire straits, they are unexpectedly forced to flee their apartment. Their 
downstairs neighbor finds out they are stealing his electricity and chases them out of the 
house. Scared to return home, they resolve to find the moribund rock star before he 
passes. During their pilgrimage, they find one of Epigmenio’s ex-lovers, who gives them 
a clue as to why the greatest rock musician of his generation never had the cultural 
impact he should have. Just a day before Epigmenio Cruz was slated to play a set at the 
1971 Festival de Rock y Ruedas de Avándaro, she had an affair with him. At the time, 
however, her boyfriend was the producer of the festival. Much to the dismay of his fans, 
who were dying to hear their favorite musician break out of the underground scene, the 
producer got angry and predictably cancelled Epigmenio’s performance. Because 
Epigmenio’s actions were such an obvious affront to the producer, and the producer’s 
decision to spike Epigmenio’s performance such a predictable outcome, it seems fair to 
argue that Epigmenio could have intuited what was going to happen if he slept with the 
producer’s girlfriend. As such, we can construe Epigmenio’s decision as yet another 
Bartleby action. In effect, Cruz’s actions were tantamount to announcing that he preferred 
not to play at Avándaro. After hearing about this episode, the audience is left to infer that 
Epigmenio never got another chance to make it big. When the group finally finds 
Epigmenio drinking pineapple juice in a Texcoco pulquería, he refuses to autograph 
Tomás’ cassette, or even acknowledge his rock musician past. Sombra then tries to 
convince him to sign the album with an impassioned speech on the importance of his 
music. In the ultimate anti-climax, Epigmenio falls asleep.  
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Although there is some plausibility to Asse Dayán’s arguments that Epigmenio 
represents an idealized “symbol of social protest in light of the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre 
and bridging the 1968 movement with the 1999 strike,” this view is an incomplete 
reading of the film, as it neglects a fuller reading of the relationship between the search to 
find Epigmenio and the film’s actual soundtrack (111). Despite the focus on chasing 
down the lost rock musician, the Gūeros soundtrack only features a single rock and roll 
track in both its diegetic and extra-diegetic musical numbers. The rest of the soundtrack 
almost exclusively features songs composed by Agustín Lara, while the fateful encounter 
with Epigmenio in the pulquería unfolds to the haunting refrain of Juan Gabriel’s 
rendition of “Hasta que te conocí.” Sentimental, broken-hearted, and melancholic, these 
boleros and ballads are composed and performed by legends of Mexico’s twentieth-
century music industry, whose styles predate the rock music we imagine Epigmenio 
played. In fact, there is an interesting detail in the film which patently foregrounds the 
presence of Mexican music prior to the advent of rock. Before the boys meet up with Ana 
at the Ciudad Universitaria, they often listen to Ana’s broadcast on the UNAM strike’s 
pirate radio station. The first time this occurs, “Veracruz” by Agustín Lara is blaring from 
the car speakers, and after the song is over, Ana thanks Sombra over the airwaves for 
recommending “El Flaco de Oro,” Lara’s nickname, to her. Directly afterwards, she 
reminds the audience about the upcoming student assembly, and then puts on what she 
calls “classic” rock by the US group the Cadillacs. Sombra immediately stands up and 
shuts off the radio. The boys then listen, awestruck, to Epigmenio’s music on Tomás’ 
Walkman. Although the camera cuts to an extended close-up of the boys’ faces as they 
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listen to Epigmenio’s album, this shot heightens the spectator’s exclusion from this sonic 
experience. This shot is repeated several times during the film, and Epigmenio’s music is 
transformed into an enigmatic aural lacuna at the heart of Güeros (0:13:00-0:16:30).  
 How can we understand the film’s commentary on Mexican music in general and 
rock in particular in light of these scenes? The central importance of rock music to the 
plot, and its notable near-total absence from the soundtrack, leads us to the conclusion 
that the Güeros soundtrack enacts a sort of sonic anachronism by transporting the 
audience to an era of Mexican musical culture which antecedes the period in which 
Epigmenio’s hypnotic music could have been made. Given that Epigmenio is cast as the 
figure who could have saved “el rock nacional,” and that Tomás repeatedly references 
how, Epigmenio “hizo llorar a Bob Dylan,” the absence of a rock soundtrack featuring 
songs from the folk, psychedelic, or punk phases of rock is jarring (0:16:05-0:16:08). We 
can begin to unpack this significant omission and aural anachronism if we turn our 
attention to the single rock song that does make the soundtrack of Gūeros. 
 The song is “Tus ojos,” written by Rafael Acosta and performed by Los Locos del 
Ritmo on their 1959 debut album Rock!. Los Locos del Ritmo were one of Mexico’s 
pioneering rock bands. Fitting with the overall tenor of the rest of the soundtrack, “Tus 
ojos” is a slow, romantic ballad with the slow-driving and choppy rhythm characteristic 
of early, 1950s rock and roll on both sides of the US/Mexican border. By 1969, the 
band’s original lineup had changed significantly, and the group changed its name to Los 
Locos. Their latest music was much more in line with global psychedelic wave, and they 
played this new material for fans at Avándaro. But the track “Tus ojos” –  one of their 
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first hits – definitively situates listeners in the earliest wave of Mexican rock, prior to its 
more radical mutations generated by the post-Tlatelolco political situation and the 
countercultural movement of La onda. For Maritza Urteaga Castro-Pozo, “Tus ojos” is 
one of the quintessential tracks of this first phase of Mexican rock. Its overtly 
sentimental, socially tame lyrics represented a domestication of some of the more 
scandalous elements of even early US rock in the less-permissible social environment of 
Mexico. But furthermore, “Tus ojos” also embodied “los mismos valores adultos 
hegemónicos: relajo juvenil/seriedad adulta futura” (Urteaga Castro-Pozo 71). Thus while 
the rhythms and audience for this type of early Mexican rock were novel, its overall ethos 
places it historically and generically closer to the romantic sentimentality to the Agustín 
Lara songs, which dominate Güeros’ soundtrack, than to Epigmenio’s absent and 
transcendent post-Onda rock. 
 How does the presence and history of Los Locos del Ritmo force us, then, to 
reconsider and reread the role and significance of rock music in the film? Perhaps it is 
worth turning to Sombra’s appraisal of Epigmenio as the “gūey” who “pudo haber 
salvado el rock nacional.” The most obvious question we can ask apropos of this 
statement is: could have saved Mexican rock, from what? Initial responses to this 
question might speculate on commercialization to cultural irrelevance. Indeed, Asse 
Dayán argues that the veneer of a collective energy of the 1960s countercultural frenzy 
papered over the deeply individualistic ethos of this cultural and political moment, and, 
as a result, in Mexico “the 1960s youth movement’s individualistic spirit played into the 
hands of neoliberalism” and its ideological coordinates emphasizing private interests, and 
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rational, individual market actors (111). Yet this enormous generalization is a misreading 
of the unique historical development of rock music within Mexico. Its geographic 
proximity to the US turned Mexico into one of the first Global South arenas to absorb 
exports of rock music. Unsurprisingly, Mexico’s subordinate position within the global 
economy meant that the first wave of rock music arrived as a US export of a music and 
media commodity hoping to capitalize on the rising purchasing power of young, middle-
class people in a new market. Yet the emergence of the countercultural movement of La 
onda – a uniquely Mexican phenomenon that dialogued with its global counterparts – and 
the political upheavals of the student-popular movement, produced important ruptures 
within the field of rock music (Urteaga Castro-Pozo 38). More creative and actively 
transgressive than its predecessors, this new wave of Mexican rock generated profound 
anxiety among Mexico’s political and social elite about young peoples’ rebellious ideas 
and habits. After reaching its cultural apotheosis at the Avándaro festival, Mexican rock 
culture was subsequently marginalized from the culture industries. Its performance 
spaces and enthusiasts were subjected to diverse forms of repression and censorship, 
leading Urteaga Castro-Pozo to argue that “Avándaro simboliza en la historia del 
movimiento rockero lo que Tlatelolco en el movimiento estudiantil” (39). In light of this 
history, the presence of the timid sentimentality of “Tus ojos” in a film about a post-Onda 
rock legend functions as an aural technique that calls attention to the very genesis of the 
more avant-garde iteration of Mexican rock. Güeros’ soundtrack and images 
anachronistically draw the spectator back to the moment prior to this transgressive 
musical and political rupture.  
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Featuring an early song by one of Mexico’s pioneer rock bands shifts the focus 
from Epigmenio’s supposedly transcendental music, which the viewer is never allowed to 
hear, back to the roots of rock and roll. This return to roots is also a return to the 
prehistory of the kind of rock music that would have been played at the Avándaro, and 
the cultural and political movements which generated and were formed by these ruptures, 
only to face concrete efforts to suppress their true political and cultural potential. 
Sombra’s comments on Epigmenio’s unfulfilled potential to save Mexican rock perhaps 
can be understood as the power of producing a music charged with what Sombra later 
describes as “ese sentimiento,” that ineffable feeling of poetic creation which no one can 
fully describe but everyone knows. But more importantly, this music gestured toward a 
type of cultural production that could be both authentically local, popular with the 
masses, and the soundtrack and spiritual component (or poetic feeling) for a movement 
toward mass solidarity and a rupture with the global political order. Eric Zolov argues 
that in the wake of the “youth solidarity conveyed by the student movement” of 1968, 
young Mexicans already had experienced “the transcendence – if perhaps often transitory 
– of class prejudice” (151). As a cultural manifestation of this potential for cross-class 
solidarity, upper, middle, and lower class young Mexicans all began to “stake out a claim 
on the rock counterculture” by adopting the new, more transgressive version of rock 
music as their vernacular (Zolov 151). We can now understand Güeros’ sonic 
foregrounding of pre-Onda rock, alongside its visual and thematic emphasis on the 
emancipatory promise of cross-class solidarity embodied in post-Tlatelolco rock, as 
gestures which, like the indexical images of Buñuel’s and Siqueiros’ work, refuse to 
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accept the erosion of mass cultural projects of solidarity. But the film’s treatment of the 
political potential of rock music offers a unique temporal interpretation. In its disruptive 
invocation of the tame, commercial rock of the late 1950s through the soundtrack, and the 
lacuna of Epigmenio’s avant-garde music at the film’s core, the film effectuates a 
historical dislocation. The historical disjuncture between the film’s soundtrack and 
images is fundamentally an aesthetic attempt to restore a sense of possibility and 
potentiality to the utopian promise and solidarism of Mexican rock. As the spectator 
never hears Epigmenio’s songs, his music remains only a potential music. The majority 
of Güeros’ other sonic cues amount to a return to the moment of potential utopian rupture 
with the political and cultural order of the late 1960s. In light of this analysis of Güeros’ 
cultural politics, we can see the film as a text which expresses hope for a renewal of mass 
culture projects that might forge “that feeling” with an authentic social solidarity and 
political praxis. By enacting this hope through references to the radical utopian potential 
of film, muralism, and music, Güeros stages its refusal to accept the cultural politics of 
the neoliberal era which, above all else, demands the abandonment of cultural projects 
which imagine or seek to build a different world.  
Martí, Marx, and the role of intellectuals 
 If Gūeros suggests it is on strike from the general turn away from projects of mass 
culture based on solidarity in the neoliberal era, it is worth asking how the film imagines 
the relationship between intellectuals and politics in the late neoliberal age. There are two 
key moments in the film which shed light on this question. The first occurs once Sombra, 
Santos, and Tomás arrive at the UNAM campus. After passing through the checkpoint at 
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the entrance to the Ciudad Universitaria, the boys drive through the occupied campus to 
the assembly. There they find Ana and other leading members of the strike council 
attempting to run a meeting wherein the rank and file of the strike will vote on a proposal 
to take over the UNAM television broadcast studio. Before the meeting devolves into the 
chaos of a raucous debate, and then a physical brawl between members of the strike’s 
internal factions, Ana urges the students to set aside their differences and unite in the 
pursuit of their demands. To make her case, she cites the Cuban poet, journalist, and 
revolutionary, José Martí, a figure who is perhaps the greatest Latin American 
embodiment of the aspiration to braid together one’s aesthetic, intellectual, and political 
commitments. Ana commends her comrades for their revolutionary verve which binds 
them to the traditions of their predecessors, and to Martí’s ideals of what a university 
should be: “Una escuela es una fragua de espíritus” (“Guatemala” 390). But Ana also 
calls for the rank and file to temper this passion with level-headedness, settle their 
disagreements, and channel their collective energy into a unified movement. Amid a 
cacophonous outburst of mixed applause and jeers, Ana’s boyfriend Furia stands up in 
the audience and calls Ana’s appeal “la típica actitud burguesa neoliberal de los culeritos 
de Letras Tropicales [Ana’s department].” Instead of voting for the modest proposal to 
take over the television stations, Furia, without specifying exactly what he means, 
declares that the University strike must broaden its ambition in “un frente más amplio” 
with the students as the intellectual vanguard, as they represent “la voz de los otros,” the 
“chingo de gente en este país que no tiene que le escuche.” Ana responds to Furia that her 
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faction’s position is that, precisely by defending free public education, the strike is best 
poised to combat neoliberalism (0:51:05-0:53:35).  
 Before unpacking the complex significance of Ana’s citation of José Martí, a brief 
contextual detour is warranted. The political positions staked out by Ana and Furia 
roughly correspond to the terms “moderados” and “ultras” which the mass media used to 
describe the strike’s internal factions (Rhoads and Mina 339). But before these factions 
formed over issues of tactics, strategy and vision, first there was the neoliberal austerity 
which the UNAM students decided to resist. Prior to the devastating financial crisis of 
1994-1995, for the second time in less than 15 years Mexico found itself overleveraged 
with dollar-denominated debt just as investors initiated massive capital flight, the 
economy began to contract, and the government was forced to devalue the peso. Over the 
rest of the decade, this financial crisis necessitated nearly $100 billion in government 
bailouts and rescues, which the neoliberal Mexican state under President Zedillo dutifully 
attempted to pay down on the backs of the poor, working, and middle classes though 
draconian cuts to public services and engineered deflation (Marois 317-18). It is in this 
context of general austerity that the Mexican government slashed its outlays to the 
UNAM in 1999, creating a 30% hole in the university’s budget. The UNAM 
administration responded by deciding to charge substantial tuition fees for the first time 
in the university’s history, a move explicitly prohibited by the Mexican constitution 
which mandates free public education (Rhoads and Mina 336-37). In response to the 
tuition hike, UNAM students took over the campus on April 20, 1999 and formed the 
Consejo General de Huelga (CGH) as their organizing body (Rhoads and Mina 339). 
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Buoyed by broad initial support, evidenced in the 100,000 person-strong march to the 
Zócalo in May 1999, the student movement quickly won support for its demands, 
including the revocation of the tuition hike. By late July, however, the ultra wing had 
become increasingly intransigent and had expelled the moderados from the CGH. This 
development ultimately led to a stalemate that was only broken in February 2000 when 
Mexican security forces retook the campus and detained hundreds of students (Rhoads 
and Mina 341-42). 
Rhoads and Mina interpret the 1999-2000 UNAM strike as a struggle for 
hegemony between student groups and the neoliberal Mexican state over the future 
trajectory of this institution of higher education. In broad strokes, many of the students 
favored a renewed dedication to the UNAM’s historic democratic mission of social 
justice and widespread access to education as a universal public good. On the other hand, 
the Mexican state and its supporters hoped to reform the UNAM in accordance with 
market-driven approaches to education that emphasize the need for students to develop 
the skills to compete for jobs in the neoliberalized global economy (Rhoads and Mina). 
Noting how the 1999 student strikers would have come of age in a chapter of Mexican 
history punctuated by repeated financial crises, Luis Hernandez Navarro argues the strike 
reflected the legacies of 1968, the failures of neoliberal prosperity to materialize, and the 
delegitimization of the PRI (Navarro). Although these analyses are essential for 
understanding the political resonance of the strike, a careful reading of Ana’s quotation of 
José Martí reveals that Güeros offers a slightly different interpretation of the strike’s 
historical significance. The text from which Ana cribs this quotation is an essay entitled 
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“Guatemala” that was later anthologized in Martí’s seminal treatise on his travels 
throughout the Americas, and his vision for the future of his continent. He had reached 
Guatemala around 1884-5, towards the end of the government of liberal reformer General 
Justo Rufino Barrios. The text in question is an ode to the progress and potential of 
Guatemala, its abundant natural resources, the creativity of its culture, the spirit and 
generosity of its citizens, and the accomplishments of its newly-minted liberal 
institutions, especially its Universidad Central. Here is the quotation in greater context, 
which highlights Martí’s championing of schools as the critical institutions that will forge 
the citizens of tomorrow: 
Saber leer es saber andar. Saber escribir es saber ascender. Pies, brazos, alas, todo 
esto ponen al hombre esos primeros humildísimos de la escuela. Luego, 
aderezado, va al espacio. Ve el mejor modo de sembrar, la reforma útil de hacer, 
el descubrimiento aplicable, la receta innovadora, la manera de hacer buena a la 
tierra mala: la historia de los héroes, los fútiles motivos de las guerras, los grandes 
resultados de la paz. Siémbrense química y agricultura, y se cosecharán grandeza 
y riqueza. Una escuela es una fragua de espíritus; ¡ay de pueblos sin escuelas! ¡ay 
de los espíritus sin temple! (390)  
 
It is illuminating to consider this quotation in the context of the liberal thought 
Martí espouses in this essay, especially in light of how Ana uses this quotation to 
advocate for unity around anti-neoliberal demands in education policy. In “Guatemala,” 
Martí does not just extoll the virtues of high-quality educational institutions and their 
ability to shape the consciousness of the populace. He also cites the Universidad Central 
as part of a much broader liberal program involving the exploitation of Guatemala’s 
natural resources through a more equitable distribution of land. While he does not 
explicitly call for the dismantling of Barrios’ new agricultural system, which 
concentrated haciendas in the hands of a few, Martí does advocate for more small 
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landowners to share in the future prosperity. Taking the possibility of a coffee industry as 
an example, Martí writes: 
La riqueza exclusiva es injusta. Sea de muchos; no de los advenedizos, nuevas 
manos muertas, sino de los que honrada y laboriosamente la merezcan. Es rica 
una nación que cuenta con muchos pequeños propietarios. No es rico el pueblo 
donde hay algunos hombres ricos, sino aquel donde cada uno tiene un poco de 
riqueza. En economía política y en buen gobierno, distribuir es hacer venturosos. 
(369) 
 
It is important to note, of course, that despite his meritocratic rhetoric about the people 
who “honorably and laboriously deserve” society’s wealth, Martí’s thoughts here are 
quite progressive by late nineteenth-century standards. But more importantly, we should 
remember that Martí framed his political thought with his grand vision of a continent of 
united and prosperous American republics freed from the colonial yoke. At the outset of 
the essay, he writes: “¡Por primera vez me parece buena una cadena para atar, dentro de 
un cerco mismo, todos los pueblos de América!” (353).  
 How does Martí’s essay shed light on Güeros’ representation of the factions 
among the UNAM strikers? There are two specific registers of the moderado/ultra 
cleavage staged by the Ana/Furia polemic that highlight the shortcomings of each 
political position. Ana’s position, that defending free public education is an effective 
form of struggle against neoliberalism, fails to offer an alternative vision for what the 
world might look like after this struggle. We do not get a sense of how, in her view, the 
university might be reconfigured to account for the failure to realize full utopian promise 
of Martí’s nineteenth-century vision for public education in Latin America. Martí was 
calling for the mobilization of all of society’s resources and institutions to cultivate its 
people and redistribute its capital under the banner of liberal nation-building and an 
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international coalition of American states. Ana cites Martí’s words on the importance of 
the university, but omits the context of his ambitious project of world building. As such, 
she loses a critical opportunity to articulate the why it is important to deepen the 
university’s radically democratic mission, and an alternative project of world building of 
which this new UNAM would be a key piece. The lack of utopian vision for what comes 
after the struggle for the UNAM underscores just how successful neoliberal ideology has 
been in encasing the economic dimension of society from any broader political or social 
project.  
 On the other hand, Furia’s anointment of the student movement as “la voz de los 
otros” suffers from a similar casualty of political imagination. Where Ana’s position is 
specific, focused, but bereft of a utopian vision of what might come after the student 
movement, Furia’s vision is grandiose, but never articulates what the demands, goals, or 
hopes of the unspecified “others” would resemble. Moreover, his claim that the students 
represent the voice of the unheard is absurd, considering the 1994 Zapatista uprising had 
already matured into an activist political organization. In Subcomandante Marcos and 
others, Mexico’s Zapatistas and indigenous peoples already had effective and poetic 
spokespeople to articulate their demands. In fact, the historical record shows it was the 
Zapatistas who supported the students, and not vice versa. After issuing a communiqué at 
the outset of the 1999 UNAM strike offering full-throated support for the student strikers, 
subsequent to the takeover of the Ciudad Universitaria in February 2000, Subcomandate 
Marcos unequivocally condemned the violence used against the students, and published 
an acidic critique of “Mexico’s ‘democratic’ double image: a university filled with 
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soldiers and a jail filled with students” (“University” 471). In this missive, Marcos 
offered the students unconditional support for their demands, and called for the release of 
political prisoners. But he qualified his support by cautioning the students on how to read 
demonstrations of popular support for their cause by analogizing their situation to one the 
Zapatistas faced: 
during that January [1994] of blood and gunpowder, we had to decide how we 
were going to “read” that great mobilization. We could have “read” it as a 
demonstration in support of our war, as a backing for the path of armed struggle 
we had chosen. Or we could have read it as a mobilization, not in support of our 
method (war), but indeed in support of our demands, which was expressing itself 
against government repression. … And we chose to “read” that those people who 
took to the streets were against injustice, against authoritarianism, against racism, 
against war, that they were for dialogue, for peace, for justice, for the peaceful 
solution to our demands. … Today the university student movement (and the 
CGH) are confronting a similar situation. Those who make it up can “read” the 
February 9 mobilization as a demonstration of support for the strike, or as a 
demand for justice (releasing the prisoners) and for dialogue. It is not the same. 
(“University” 471)  
 
Marcos’ words reverberate through the strike scene in Gūeros as an absent reminder (like 
Epigmenio’s absent music) that radical political resistance, regardless of ideology and 
tactics, is no substitute for the deeper, democratic utopian vision for how the world, and 
its microcosm in the university, might be rebuilt. Thus in its parody of the moderado and 
ultra factions at the UNAM, Gūeros connects these conflicting postures by suggesting 
the neoliberalism they oppose has distracted them from the higher goal of imagining and 
building a university that is part of a different world. In short, when Gūeros presents the 
student assembly at the UNAM as riddled by this specific type of factionalism, the film is 
not resigned to the invulnerability of neoliberal utopia. On the contrary, the film is on 
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strike against the failure of the entire spectrum of the opposition to neoliberalism to 
articulate a vision of the world that might one day supplant it.   
 The notion of an alternative world brings us back to one of our initial points of 
departure – the scene at the film premiere party when Sombra rants about the pretensions 
of indie artists who sell images of Mexico overseas. Through our analysis of this scene’s 
self-referential and self-deprecating attitude, we concluded that Ruizpalacios’ film is on 
strike from the culture industry’s neglect of mass culture projects that sympathize with 
the plight of the marginalized. The depiction of the student strike vividly illustrates the 
ramifications of this cultural blind spot resulting from neoliberalism’s encasement of 
economic life from demands made in the name of the social. The lack of a combined 
utopian and solidaristic culture inhibits the students from imagining an alternative to 
neoliberalism. Despite the students’ slogans such as “Educación primero, para el hijo del 
obrero, eduación después, para el hijo del burgués,” and their posters of Che Guevara, 
perhaps the biggest elephant not fully present in the room, so to speak, is the absence of 
the most famous intellectual to propose an alternative to liberal capitalism, Karl Marx. As 
Gūeros is set in the late 90s, less than a decade after the fall of the Soviet Union, it is at 
this moment that Marx and his ideas are, in public imagination, perhaps at the height of 
discredit. Yet is Marx entirely absent from the film?  
 After Sombra criticizes the supposed artistic value of the type of film that depicts 
beggars in black and white, he goes on to detail the image of Mexico these filmmakers 
traffic abroad: 
Y los chingados directores, no conformes con la humillación de la conquista, 
todavía van al viejo continente y les dicen a los críticos franceses que nuestro país 
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no es nada más que un nido de marranos, rotos, diabéticos, agachados, ratoneros, 
fraudulentos, traicioneros, malacopa, putañeros, acomplejados y precoces. 
(1:09:15-1:09:32)  
 
After a beat, Santos deadpans a response to Sombra’s rant about this image of Mexico: 
“Así lo es,” to which Sombra replies, “Pues sí cabrón, pero si nos van a humillar, que nos 
humillen con su lana y no con el erario nacional” (1:09:33-1:09:39). Once again, the 
film’s jokes are layered over a complex stance on the relationship between culture and 
politics. Here Sombra’s black humor veils a deeper understanding of the film’s position 
on the relationship between artists and intellectuals, and society’s underclasses. This 
position is worth unpacking, and to do so, it is important that we start with the 
unmistakable echoes in Sombra’s rant of an infamous passage from Marx’s analysis of 
the roots of the second French empire in The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In this 
passage, Marx rollcalls the entire taxonomy of the French urban underclass which ended 
up supporting the flamboyant Louis Bonaparte as his political base and quasi-
paramilitary force during his coup: 
On the pretext of founding a benevolent society, the lumpenproletariat of Paris 
had been organised into secret sections, each section led by Bonapartist agents, 
with a Bonapartist general at the head of the whole. Alongside decayed roués with 
dubious means of subsistence and of dubious origin, alongside ruinous and 
adventurous offshoots of the bourgeoisie, were vagabonds, discharged soldiers, 
discharged jailbirds, escaped galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni, 
pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, marqueax [pimps], brothel keepers, porters, 
literati, organ grinders, rag-pickers, knife grinders, tinkers, beggars – in short, the 
whole indefinite, disintegrated mass, thrown hither and thither, which the French 
call la bohème; from this kindred element Bonaparte formed the core of the 




If, in his litany of all the different types of bohemian ruffians, Marx betrays his distaste 
for the lack of proper political consciousness in the lumpenproletariat, this veiled distaste 
becomes outright disgust a few sentences later: 
This Bonaparte, who constitutes himself chief of the lumpenproletariat, who here 
alone rediscovers in mass form the interests which he personally pursues, who 
recognises in this scum, offal, refuse of all classes the only class upon which he 
can base himself unconditionally, is the real Bonaparte, the Bonaparte sans 
phrase. (77-8) 
 
Even in his materialist analysis of the conditions that led the underclasses to back 
someone who did not represent their interests so much as he embodied their reactionary 
dreams as “a princely lumpenproletarian,” Marx’s disdain for the lumpenproletariat and 
its failure of political consciousness is notable (89). This contempt is a glaring blind spot 
in Marx’s vision. But this dismissal notwithstanding, in his broader work Marx clearly 
articulates how the task of inculcating political consciousness should be addressed 
through the institution of class struggle, and that these political goals should be nestled 
within his broader utopian vision of a classless society.  
 Marx’s vision of world building, and his paternalistic excoriation of the supposed 
lack of political consciousness of the lumpenproletariat, are also instructive for our 
reading of Gūeros. This perspective is especially true if we consider that, in Martí’s 
optimistic essay about Guatemala’s future, he also describes a need to create the proper 
political consciousness among the putatively backwards underclass of nineteenth-century 
Guatemalan society – the indigenous people. Martí writes glowingly of how this 




Aindiados, descalzos, huraños, hoscos, bruscos, llegan de las soledades interiores 
niños y gañanes, y de pronto, por íntima revelación y obra maravillosa del 
contacto con la distinción y con el libro, el melenudo cabello se asienta, el pie 
encorvado se adelgaza, la mano dura se perfila, el aspecto mohíno se ennoblece, 
la doblada espalda se alza, la mirada esquiva se despierta: la miserable larva se ha 
hecho hombre. (389) 
 
In addition to his twin belief that the indigenous peoples of Guatemala need to be 
converted into citizens of the nascent republic and that this conversion can be realized in 
the country’s university, Martí is also quick to point out that this cultivation of political 
consciousness can take place at the level of his own political goals of a unified America: 
Poco después asaltan la tribuna los libros históricos, los libros de agricultura, la 
flauta, el piano. Se dan a pensar en cosas graves, a dudar, a inquirir, a examinar. 
Hablan de Bolívar, de los hombres patrios, del buen gobierno que los educa, ¡del 
porvenir vasto que espera a su – como ellos dicen – querida Guatemala! Yo los 
veo, yo los impulso, yo los aliento. De esos hombres saldrán, más tarde, algunos 
grandes hombres. (389) 
 
 By conjuring up the thoughts of Marx and Martí, these two quintessential 
examples of the engagé intellectual with dreams of a grand political project (international 
socialism, a coalition of independent American republics), but in reference to specific 
texts where each exhibits a questionable, paternalistic, and condescending attitude toward 
the marginalized, Gūeros reinforces its earlier call to renew mass cultural projects of 
solidarity. However, in this instance, Gūeros underscores the need to rethink the complex 
relationships among intellectuals, mass culture, and mass political movements based on 
solidarity. The film enacts a dual critique of the ideas of intellectuals with radical 
political postures devoid of a vision of world building, and of the ideas of intellectuals 
with utopian visions marred by class prejudice. In Martí’s case, this critique is levelled by 
embedding a decontextualized quotation in the scene where the young, politically 
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engaged left tries to extended their struggle to encompass a broader program and 
demands, but without a Martí-like sense of what the world could look like after 
neoliberalism. In Marx’s case, Sombra disarms the condescension of the intellectual who 
wants to represent the underclasses but secretly disdains or commodifies them, not by 
pretending these classes and the social pathologies associated with them do not exist, but 
by humorously defending them against foreign leering. It is in this sense that we can see 
Gūeros, once again, as a film that is on strike from the strike. This time, the film is 
simultaneously on strike from a left that has abandoned the project of imagining 
alternative worlds, and from the condescension towards the marginalized of displayed by 
iconic nineteenth-century intellectuals who did dream of possible future worlds. By 
situating these critiques within a fictional reenactment of the struggle for the future of 
public education at the UNAM, Ruizpalacios suggests the anti-neoliberal 1999 student 
strike demonstrates the nadir of nineteenth-century liberal belief that education, in and of 
itself, might resolve a panoply of social ills. At the same time, Ruizpalacios stages a 
critique of teleological faith in the institution of class struggle, and its ability to transcend 
exclusionary political tendencies. Unmoored from inclusive utopian visions of what 
might come next, neither the institutions of the university nor class struggle can fulfill 
their social and political potential. In this reading, the deeper utopian task is not to just to 
attempt to save the university through radical political tactics, but to reimagine its role in 





Occupation and Movement in Neoliberalized Space 
 We have now discussed the way Gūeros reads examples of Mexican film, 
muralism, and rock music, each as a different cultural mode with the potential to 
disseminate an alternative utopian cultural imaginary. We have also traced the film’s 
analysis of the often problematic positions intellectuals take with respect to society’s 
underclasses and their supposed lack of political consciousness, and its critique of the 
widespread abandonment of utopian thinking that is so symptomatic of the neoliberal era. 
It is now worth moving beyond the questions of culture and the role of intellectuals to 
examine the space in which these questions are addressed. This arena is of course Mexico 
City, and the camera follows Sombra, Santos, Tomás, and Ana as they navigate the 
frustrating and vibrant spatial and temporal relations within the second biggest 
megalopolis in the Western hemisphere. It is critical to remember, however, that the 
space of the broader urban environment relates to the occupied campus of the UNAM. 
This campus, in its alternate name of Ciudad Universitaria, and in the way it is depicted 
on camera, is presented as a sort of pseudo-sovereign city, an alternative, commune-
esque model of urban organization in contrast to the neoliberal cityscape of the capital. In 
this section, I will discuss the representation of the two cities, and their relationship to our 
overall reading of the film.   
 The urban environment of Mexico City is an integral part of Gūeros. The long, 
drifting shots of the city through the boys’ car window lends a sort of doubly-cinematic 
quality to the scenery, as images are framed both by the camera lens and the window. The 
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film is also divided up into five sections, corresponding to different geographic zones of 
the urban sprawl: Sur, Poniente, Ciudad Universitaria, Centro, and Oriente. Ciudad 
Universitaria is located in the South, but is labelled as separate entity from the other 
areas. But even more than the structural division of the story, the city as a backdrop 
indexes key moments which impel the plot forward. During several of Sombra’s panic 
attacks, the skyline often looms in the background, suggesting that Sombra’s condition is 
not just a symptom of his (political) stasis, but also the result of living in a capital 
buzzing with the activities of 20 million inhabitants.  
The bustle of Mexico City also gives the impression of an urban reality in which 
events can be frustrating and chaotic, or random and serendipitous. Sombra and Santos’ 
economic situation forces them to stop paying their bills and rob electricity from their 
downstairs neighbors. Once these neighbors figure out what is going on, the boys are 
forced to flee the apartment, leaving them scared to return home. This is when they 
decide to track down Epigmenio Cruz. After they take a wrong turn to avoid being 
flagged down by a police officer, they end up in an unknown neighborhood and are 
stopped at the end of a dead end street by a group of teenagers who seem threatening. 
One of these teens promises to help the boys find the main drag if he gives them a ride, 
and, terrified, the boys reluctantly agree. The teenager makes them buy him some beers, 
and while he is inside the store buying the second round, the boys run to their car and 
drive off.  
The supposed unpredictability and perceived danger of peripheral neighborhood 
and their inhabitants is presented as part of temporal and spatial sensorium of moving 
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through the city. At one moment, the boys perceive themselves to be in danger in an 
unknown area, and in the next moment, as they flee in their car, they end up by chance in 
a lush garden. Stunned by the sudden change of circumstances and scenery, Tomás asks 
“¿Dónde estamos?” and his brother replies, “En la Ciudad de México” (0:43:39-0:43:33). 
Later on, as a result of getting completely lost, the boys unexpectedly arrive upon the 
Ciudad Universitaria just in time for the assembly. There, they pick up Ana who joins 
them on the quest to find Epigmenio. Once they get a tip that the rock star may frequent a 
pulquería in Texcoco called Los Viejos Lobos, the group only stumbles upon this locale 
after a young boy throws a brick off the overpass which crashes through their window. 
This scene echoes the film’s opening sequence where Tomás throws a water balloon off a 
roof, hitting a baby, which causes Tomás’ mother to send him to live with Sombra. The 
brick-throwing scene is also indexed by a shot of the young boy holding the brick over 
the edge of the overpass, on which the spectator can read a graffito with the ultimate 
slogan of resignation to the vicissitudes of urban chaos: “Así pasa a veces” (1:29:40-
1:30:09). In chasing the young brick-throwers down, they serendipitously catch a glimpse 
of the Viejos Lobos sign and find Epigmenio. Finally, after their anticlimactic encounter 
with the rock star, they get lost again but somehow drive straight into the massive student 
march. Before they realize their luck, Sombra asks, “¿Dónde estamos?” to which Tomás 
replies, now schooled in the art of urban wandering, “En la Ciudad de México” (1:41:41-
1:41:48).  
In contrast with this continually surprising, random, chaotic series of contingent 
events in the space of Mexico City, the student occupation at Ciudad Universitaria is 
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presented in a very different light. The everyday struggle – to navigate the traffic and 
urban sprawl, to make enough money to keep the lights on, the stark inequality of the 
affluent and peripheral neighborhoods – of the denizens of the neoliberal realities of 
Mexico City is contrasted by the commune at the UNAM. The students are presented as 
earnestly engaged in the unremunerated tasks necessary to provide for everyone’s basic 
needs and keep the movement afloat. As the camera travels down the main corridor of a 
campus building following Sombra and Ana in conversation, we see students creating 
signs and banners with political slogans for the upcoming march, others broadcasting the 
movement’s message via the pirate radio channel, and still others cooking meals for their 
comrades with the massive donation of onions from the Central de Abasto. On their way 
to the assembly, the boys run into their friend Oso, whose job on the commune is to clean 
bathrooms, a task which he tells Sombra represents nothing less than “un evento 
revolucionario” (0:47:56-:0:48:02).  
In these sequences we can see two starkly different visions for urban organization. 
Taking the case of food as an example, the communal provision of bread and onion soup 
clashes with the boys’ experience of getting a meal outside the commune. It is only after 
Tomás arrives and gives Sombra the money his mother sent that the boys are able to get a 
proper meal, the “desayuno continental” of bread and juice which becomes a topic of 
conversation shortly after. Santos is confused by the pejorative resonance he detects in 
the word “continental,” as if this breakfast belongs exclusively to others on some other 
continent. But more telling is his concern that if the tuition fees the students are striking 
against go into effect, the “desayuno universitario” will be reduced from “molletes y 
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café” to just coffee (0:23:32-0:24:45). What is at stake in these two presentations of the 
experience of eating is the communal model of providing food in accordance with need, 
and the neoliberal model in which food is a commodity whose market participants are 
subjected to ever-tightening austerity.  
Yet if the struggle to move through the neoliberal city and secure resources within 
its territorial bounds also gives birth to the unexpected, contingent encounters that give 
the group a sense of vibrancy and meaning, the Ciudad Universitaria is likewise 
presented as being charged with a vital energy, the energy of youth and rebellion, the 
fervor of “being there” in the revolutionary moment. The public square of the student 
assembly, despite the misogynistic insults hurled at Ana and the brawl which erupts 
between factions, is undeniably portrayed as being shot through with a current of electric 
political intensity. During the scene in which Furia alters the Siqueiros mural in order to 
reassert the temporal simultaneity of the kairos, or the moment of political action, a crush 
of students dances wildly below him to the hypnotic rhythm of drums. After he is 
finished painting, Furia dives into the mob and crowd surfs as if he were at a concert. 
While this type of intensity and energy is represented in a much different light than the 
unexpected contingencies of traversing Mexico City, closer examination of these 
different intensities, and the difference of their portrayals, is warranted. 
Here it is instructive to turn to the scene in which the group finally finds 
Epigmenio Cruz at the Viejos Lobos pulquería. Tomás sheepishly asks the rock legend to 
sign his cassette, and Cruz refuses. In a moment of sudden assertiveness, Sombra tries to 
convince Cruz by describing the importance of his music to the group, and by conducting 
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a reading of this music. He says that he now understands what Cruz is talking about in his 
music: 
Que en la vida te vas a cruzar con un montón de pendejos que no entienden nada. 
Que no saben ver lo que hay detrás de las cosas. Un mundo sórdido, pues. Que no 
importa lo que pase, siempre que tengas eso, que puedas ver lo que hay detrás de 
las cosas. Lo único que no te pueden quitar es ese sentimiento. Tú lo escribiste. 
Dijiste, “ese sentimiento.” Pues ahora sé de qué sentimiento hablas. Mi papá decía 
que, si el mundo era una estación de trenes y la gente los pasajeros, los poetas no 
son los que van y vienen, sino los que se quedan en la estación viendo los trenes 
partir (1:38:16-1:39:10). 
 
The way Sombra reads Epigmenio’s music clarifies our understanding of the urban and 
temporal questions in Gūeros. His exegesis of “ese sentimiento,” or that feeling, that 
ineffable feeling which can only be obliquely referred to or gestured at, here can be more 
precisely denoted as the act of poetic interpretation, of seeing what is truly behind things. 
The importance Sombra places on the feeling of interpreting the poetry of everyday life is 
a lens to rethink different expressions of urban and temporal intensity in Gūeros. Despite 
the University commune’s promise of providing for everyone’s basic needs, and despite 
the fever pitch of the events unfolding at the student assembly and the during the drum 
circle dance party, both of which could not be more different than the monotony and 
precarity of the boys’ apartment existence, why is it that Sombra does not find “ese 
sentimieto” within the time and the space of the UNAM campus?  
 One way to answer this question is to extend the thinking behind Sombra’s 
response to Ana when she expresses dismay of the defacement of the Siqueiros mural. 
Seemingly apropos of his acceptance that the mural should not remain a reified work of 
art, but rather should be subject to the unavoidable distortions necessary to update its 
message for the current historical juncture, Sombra tells Ana, “Nada es para siempre Ana. 
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Todo se distruye” (1:02:20-1:02:24). The logic of ephemerality is equally applicable to 
the question of the University commune as it is to the work of art. Just as the Paris 
Commune of 1871, which emerged from the wreckage of Louis Napoleon’s empire lasted 
a scant six weeks, the fate of the UNAM occupation, while achieving one of their stated 
aims of preventing fee hikes, was a fleeing production of time and space as well. But, 
when considering the shared communal lineage of the Paris Commune and the 1999 
UNAM strike, it is also important to highlight their shared use of a specific political tactic 
– the occupation of a section of an urban capital.  
 Bartleby once again sheds light on the political question of occupation. As we 
have discussed, the cryptic nature of his formula, and the havoc he wreaks on the office 
and inner life of the lawyer narrator, have made Melville’s story a classic of world 
literature and have thwarted critics’ best attempts to provide a grand unified theory of 
Bartleby. But Gūeros’ translation of Bartleby frames Melville’s scribe as a figure with a 
political praxis that is devoid of political content. Bartleby’s series of refusals to comply 
with his boss’ demands, culminating in his refusal to continue transcribing, the central 
task for which he was employed, is tantamount to a strike. And it is an effective strike, as 
his puzzling announcement that he would simply “prefer not to” execute any of the tasks 
he is charged with completing utterly disarms his boss. The lawyer becomes obsessed 
with Bartleby and his inability to understand why he will not work that he ultimately 
moves his entire office to a different location. But Bartleby’s strike is also curious in its 
lack of political content. The scrivener makes no demands. He does not ask for higher 
pay, and refuses his boss’ attempt to bribe him with a generous severance package when 
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he is fired. Nor does he ask for improved working conditions. For this reason, his case 
provides a suggestive literary example of the tactic of the pure refusal, which we have 
discussed earlier. But it is also a case which presents an opportunity for us to examine 
another dimension of his pure strike, which is the space in which it unfolds. When it 
becomes clear that Bartleby not only refuses to work, but that he also refuses to leave the 
office, the lawyer-narrator begins to worry that Bartleby’s refusal to leave his office 
could result in the scribe eventually claiming possession of this space: 
And as the idea came upon me of his possibly turning out a long-lived man, and 
keep occupying my chambers, and denying my authority; and perplexing my 
visitors; and scandalizing my professional reputation; and casting a general gloom 
over the premises; keeping soul and body together to the last upon his savings (for 
doubtless he spent but half a dime a day), and in the end perhaps outlive me, and 
claim possession of my office by right of his perpetual occupancy. (89)  
 
It is not just the mere refusal to work which strikes fear into the heart of the boss. In fact, 
while Bartleby’s formula perplexes his boss for the entirety of the story, it is his tactic of 
occupying the office premises on and off the clock which ratchets up the effectiveness of 
the strike. In this vein, we can properly understand Bartleby not just as the scribe who 
prefers not to, but also, quite literally, as the first person to ever Occupy Wall Street. 
Bartleby’s inscrutable motives for his strike and occupation, his passive acceptance of his 
arrest and incarceration, and his refusal to eat while in prison, shed light on the question 
of urban occupation in Gūeros.  Bartleby’s pure, motiveless strike and occupation of 
space is so radical precisely because the scribe’s lack of demands create a massive void at 
the core of the story that could only be filled by a completely different vision of the world 
than the one in which he lives. Bartleby’s actions embody the political tactics of strike 
and occupation without any truly discernable political content. The consequence is to 
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highlight the power of spatial occupation as a method of drawing attention to the social 
and economic relations which inhere in the production of space. In a sense, Gūeros is a 
film which realizes a Bartleby-esque critique of the space of the UNAM commune and 
the space of Mexico City, interrogating its subjects and viewers alike through a refusal to 
accept existing spatial boundaries, and asking what vision of the world would we need to 
implement such that Bartleby’s strike – and the UNAM strike – need not occur.  
There are hints throughout the film that Gūeros is on strike from accepting one of 
the shortcomings of the tactic of occupying a section of the city and creating a commune: 
the possibility that the very nature of communal life, even if it is punctuated with 
revolutionary fervor, can run the risk of becoming stale, repetitive, and have a deadening 
effect on the human spirit. One such hint occurs when the boys first accidentally arrive at 
the UNAM campus and get in an argument with the students posted to the checkpoint on 
the edge of the CU. One of these sentries, suspicious that the boys are scabs, tries to deny 
them passage into the commune and calls them “esquiroiles,” the recurring term used by 
characters in the film for strikebreakers. Sombra responds by claiming that the guard 
probably doesn’t even know that the word “esquiroil” means “squirrel” in Catalan. 
Sombra then taunts the guard by saying that the real rodents are the guards themselves. 
He gestures toward to the occupied UNAM campus, and calls the guards a bunch of 
squirrels trapped in the “pinche jaula que se inventaron” (0:47:10-0:47:20). Here, Sombra 
demonstrates the power of poetic interpretation, by seeing an image of a cage through the 
presentation of the strike.  
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While the occupation, even when it devolves into a raucous disarray of factions 
which insult and fight each other, is nonetheless presented on camera as possessing an 
unpredictable charge of youthful energy, it is not difficult to understand why Sombra 
might characterize it as a “cage.” On the one hand, Ana walks them down the main 
corridor of the campus, showing the campus communards hard at work designing picket 
signs and broadcasting the students’ message, or alternatively, heading off to learn at the 
student-led classes or at leisure in their sleeping quarters formed from converted offices, 
and the spectator can nearly feel utopia pulsating beneath the surface of daily life. But on 
the other hand, as the camera is filtered through the perspective of Sombra and Santos, 
the spectator also senses their intuition that once the last invective-laden speeches are 
given at the radically democratic student assemblies, and once the last hypnotic echo of 
the drums dies down, life in the UNAM utopia is no less monotonous and claustrophobic 
than their experiences in their squalid apartment. By showing the energy of the assembly 
and the spontaneous dancing in conjunction with a long, contemplative shot which takes 
in the quotidian banalities of the strike, Gūeros invites the spectator to read the 
occupation in two ways simultaneously. The offices crowded with students’ sleeping 
bags is a radical new way of organizing social life around housing, sanitation, food, and 
education provided by the labor of one and all. But behind the utopian veneer of this 
universal provision of basic necessities, the film also suggests there exists a stifling 
reality of overcrowded spaces, menial jobs, and rampant boredom.  
This latter perspective might be characterized as “fresa,” and it is one that Oso 
implicitly attributes to the boys, and then critiques as a failure of their imaginations that 
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leads them to think that revolutions are supposed to provide, in addition to basic 
necessities, and endless supply of spontaneity and spiritual fulfillment. Just before Oso 
makes his hilarious claim that cleaning a bathroom is a revolutionary event, he criticizes 
Sombra’s perspective on the strike by saying that the only reason Sombra is critical of the 
strike is because he thinks “la revolución se va a dar así en los grandes eventos” when the 
reality is often a slow, monotonous grind (0:47:48-0:47:55). There is a strong possibility 
that neither of these perspectives – that the UNAM strike is or is supposed to be either a 
paroxysm of revolutionary energy or the boring, incremental slog of creating a new 
society – fully accounts for true nature of the strike. But the presences of Martí, Marx, 
and Bartleby in this text instruct us to move beyond the question of who has the proper 
political consciousness and understanding of the events on the ground, and toward the 
utopian dialectics of occupying-the-city versus the other main expression of utopian 
urbanism in the film: movement throughout Mexico City. 
Although as soon as the boys find out that Epigmenio Cruz is on his deathbed, 
Sombra and Santos dismiss Tomás idea of finding him until staying in the apartment is 
no longer tenable. After their initial flight from the apartment morphs into a quest to find 
the rock star, the trip is presented as a mode of exploring the city through the 
contingencies of its unpredictability and sprawl. In light of Sombra’s comments about 
how the Ciudad Universitaria feels like a prison, movement throughout the city is 
presented as the alternative to the stagnancy of the apartment and the strike. Traversing 
the capital from outskirt to outskirt exposes the young travelers to the contingencies of 
urban life, and, implicitly, allows them to tap into “ese sentimiento.” The camera seems 
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to support the notion that urban movement reinvigorates life with the feeling of 
interpreting the poetry of the everyday that Sombra alludes to in his monologue. The bulk 
of the film’s montages involve extended sequences of Ciudad de México shot from 
within the car, the black and white inflecting the footage of everyday life with a cinema 
verité aesthetic.  
The dichotomy this reading sets up – of the potential monotony of the strike, and 
the poetry of serendipity in the city – can be read as a critique of the supposed political 
naiveté and insularity of the huelgistas who, unlike the boys, fail to see how all 
communalistic projects, even when they avoid the gulag, at best end up in soul-crushing 
ennui. Energy spent on collective attempts to resist the inevitable encroachment of 
neoliberalism would be better spent on personal fulfillment. Yet there are two key details 
that subtly undermine the dichotomy of urban occupation/movement, and that suggest a 
different, dialectical way of reading the film’s urban politics. After finding Epigmenio, 
Ana realizes she has forgotten the big student protest. Hundreds of strikers planned to 
march, and the group is stuck in a slow moving stream of cars on a Mexico City highway. 
Sombra and the other boys seem indifferent to the protest, and Ana tries to change the 
channel on the radio to the students’ pirate station. Sombra changes the station back to 
what he was previously listening to, and they fight over the radio for a moment before 
Ana shuts off the car. Rather than turn the car back on, the group decides to leave it 




What is perhaps strangest about this scene is what Sombra is listening to on the 
radio before Ana shuts it off. While context is unclear, a spokesman for a canning 
company issues an affectless statement lamenting the death of a company employee, 
remarking at one point that this employee suffered an “accident” in the truck he drove for 
the company, and that his body was found in the company car after five days (1:27:29-
1:17:45). This disembodied corporate voice is one of the clearest expressions of the 
dehumanizing effects of market ideology in the film. It reduces human life to the mere 
status of commodified labor. To the extent that a loss of life is a loss of value, it is a loss 
borne by the company. It is also yet another reference to Bartleby, whose death, and its 
impact on his boss, are portrayed by Melville as the Sisyphean task of asserting one 
humanity in an economic system defined by dehumanizing anonymity and 
incomprehension. None of this is to say that Ana’s decision to shut off the car 
instantaneously shocks the boys out of their political apathy. What this scene does 
demonstrate, however, is that while the human spirit may thrive out of the many 
contingent encounters with the unexpected derived from aimlessly driving through the 
city, urban resources, especially transportation infrastructure, are built and deployed to 
move people and goods mainly as prerogatives of capital. Indeed, as Irmgard 
Emmelhainz points out, one novel way in which neoliberal capital and the neoliberal state 
have restructured space in Mexico City is through the deployment of “soberanía 
calculada,” or the active use of statecraft in certain areas, coupled with abject neglect of 
less ‘desirable’ areas (73). This political and legal phenomenon radicalizes the 
“diferenciación espacial” of urban and national space through practices of 
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“regionalización” that privatize the utopias of capital accumulation, while reducing other 
spaces to sites of misery and wealth extraction (78, 85). As such, to the extent that 
driving in the city can provide individuals with the poetic thrills of the chase, for the vast 
majority of citizens, driving in the city is simply a necessary and unenjoyable experience 
of carrying out the tasks of daily life in grinding traffic jams. Or, in the case of the death 
of the company employee, a means of eking out a precarious existence in which one’s life 
is little more than anonymous input of production. But more importantly, the poetic 
experience of moving in search of Epigmenio Cruz, contrasted with the radio propaganda 
and the image of the car brought to a standstill on a crowded highway, highlights the 
basic everyday denial of poetic urban movement for the masses. 
There is another key moment of a character refusing to move in Gūeros. At the 
end of the film, the group once again arrives at an unexpected destination in the car. The 
group is stuck in traffic, but realize that up ahead, the student protest has shut down the 
cross street. Ana immediately gets out of the car to join the protesters. Surprisingly, 
Sombra gets out of the car and joins the march. Again, while the film seems to playfully 
invite us to read this scene as Sombra’s political “reawakening,” this reading is 
undermined by one obvious problem: the spectator never sees Sombra take even one step 
with the rest of the strikers. The film ends with a shot of Sombra standing still as the river 
of strikers courses by him. Tomás takes a photo of his older brother, and then the credits 
roll. The spectator cannot help but wonder if Sombra simply watches Ana disappear into 
the distance and then gets back into the car to drive away (1:43:20-1:44:50).  
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If we cannot read this scene as Sombra’s political reawakening, how should it be 
read? One frame of reference is the speech Sombra gives Epigmenio Cruz in which he 
cites his father’s words about poets. Sombra interprets Cruz’s lyrics as saying “si el 
mundo era una estación de trenes y la gente los pasajeros, los poetas no son los que van y 
vienen, sino los que se quedan en la estación viendo los trenes partir.” In light of this 
passage, we can alternatively read Sombra’s refusal to do anything other than sit at home 
or stand in a crowd of protesters as they stream by as a testament to his poetic vocation. 
Sombra is simply a poet, and cannot be politicized. He can only watch the others come 
and go and bear witness. Yet I would argue that this reading is incomplete. What Gūeros 
enacts on screen is rather a dialectical cinematic exploration of the political and poetic 
nature of movement and stasis. The sweeping zoom out when the quartet go on strike 
from driving in the middle of a traffic-filled highway, and the still photograph Tomás 
takes of Sombra standing in the stream of protesters, both use the camera to visually 
demonstrate the inextricable nature of the need for poetic and political movement and 
stasis as a proposal along the lines of David Harvey’s elucidation of “The Right to the 
City” (Harvey, “Right”). Through its rewriting of Melville’s intertext, Gūeros invites us 
to think of Bartleby as the scribe who stops writing, and of Sombra as the poet who stops 
moving, and, of Bartleby as the poet who starts striking, and of Sombra is the poet who 
stops striking. Thus what Gūeros ultimately discloses is that in the space of the city, we 
must reconsider occupation as being purely political, and movement as being purely 
poetic, and look for how the poetic and political shape the construction of the polis and 
movement throughout the urban environment. Recall Oso’s recrimination that Sombra is 
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bored by the strike because he is a dreamer who thinks the revolution will be carried out 
only in big events. Perhaps now we can rephrase this recrimination into a different idea. 
If every event, even, as Oso absurdly argues, cleaning a bathroom, has the potential to be 
revolutionary, Sombra would be hard pressed to disagree with this absurdity after his 
journey to find Epigmenio Cruz. He and his friends opened themselves up to the 
unexpected within banal events of city life, and found these moments to be revolutionary. 
Rather than think about the revolutionary micro events within the pseudo-city of the 
occupied university, or the broader space of Mexico City, Gūeros asks more fundamental 
questions. How do we build an urban economy that does not rob people of their 
humanity? How do we simultaneously build an urban aesthetic experience that provides 
the contingent poetic encounter for all? 
 The ultimate effect of these dichotomies between occupation and movement, 
confinement and freedom to travel, obligation to move and refusal to do so, is that they 
illuminate the political valences of the urban question in Güeros. The film seems to find 
potential for tedium and revolutionary energy in the UNAM occupation, and potential for 
motorized flânerie and relentless traffic jams on Mexico City’s roadways. Instead of 
depicting Sombra’s evolution into the pure poet who witnesses but does not participate, 
or a didactic portrayal of the UNAM strike as either a perfect or failed commune, the 
film’s ambivalence toward both visions inextricably links occupation with the human 
need for movement, the unexpected, and the new. The result of this linkage forces us to 
consider the political claims made by the communards, and their potential to collapse into 
stultifying boredom or scarcity. On the other hand, the ambivalent depiction of motion in 
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Güeros also forces us to contemplate who, in a neoliberal urban framework defined by 
spatial differentiation, genuinely has the ability to pursue the poetic encounter in the city. 
We can then venture to say that the dichotomy of occupation versus motion flashes in the 
film’s vision of the city by taking yet another Bartleby position. The film envisions a city, 
but is on strike from political visions that refuse to reimagine the utopian city beyond a 
retreat into a small enclave led by a self-proclaimed intellectual vanguard. 
Simultaneously, the film is also on strike from the refusal to consider Mexico City as 
anything other than a neoliberal disaster of urban scarcity, poverty, and traffic jams. By 
poeticizing the mundane aspects of city life as “events” capable of generating “ese 
sentimiento,” while not shying away from neoliberal spatial differentiation and the 
relentlessly frustrating aspects of movement in Mexico City, by depicting both the 
youthful fervor and the insularity and tedium of the revolutionary moment, Güeros 
gestures toward a new political vision which conceives of the city differently. This 
difference in part lies in urging us to consider the political implications of occupation and 
movement – the universal provision of basic needs, and the individual pursuit of “that 
feeling” – not as opposed, but as necessarily intertwined. Moreover, it is a vision which 
begins with the cultural, political, and urban questions posed by the film, and uses these 
questions to open up the philosophical and historical questions related to the 1968 student 
movement, and the film’s invocation of utopia in the space of Mexico City.  
’99, ’68, and Overhauling History 
 Another essential vector to understand the utopian resonance of the 1999 student 
strike in Güeros lies in its temporal relation to 1968. There is a brief moment in which 
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’68 is specifically mentioned that speaks to the Güeros’ philosophy of history. As Ana 
guides Sombra, Tomás, and Santos through the main corridor of the commune, Sombra 
asks Ana when she last spoke to her parents. Ana dismissively responds that she talks to 
them every once in a while, and then accuses Sombra of being a hypocrite, implying that 
he rarely talks to his mother either, and when he does, it is not to explain the motivations 
and goals of the student strike, but rather only to ask her for money. Sombra replies that 
their two situations are not analogous, as his mother did not finish secondary school, and, 
unlike Ana’s parents, she was not at the UNAM to experience the events of 1968. As a 
result, his mother “no entiende nada de esto” (0:57:40-0:57:57).  
 Sombra’s invocation of 1968 discloses several key insights and poses a few 
questions. First, it underscores the varying class backgrounds of the student body. Ana is 
not a first generation university student in her family, while Sombra is. This point is 
emphasized in the same scene, when Ana tries to convince Sombra to rejoin the strikers, 
because if tuition is raised, Sombra would have to drop out. Sombra quickly responds by 
reminding Ana that while that he may indeed need to drop out, she herself would not, as 
her parents can afford the tuition hikes. Second, Sombra’s response clearly indicates the 
’99 strikers’ deep consciousness of the historical importance of the 1968 student 
movement. Lastly, it discloses that, at least in Sombra’s view, but in a view most likely 
shared by many, one of the epistemological keys to understanding the current student 
strike lies in the legacies of 1968. What does Güeros suggest about the nature of the 
relationship between the ’99 and ’68 student movements? What sort of relationship 
between the past, present, and future events does Güeros posit? In this section, I will 
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attempt to unpack the ways in which the historical relationships, actual and imagined, 
between the 1968 student movement and the 1999 student strikers can be examined 
through the utopian dialectics of motion and stasis in Mexico City.  
  In the previous section, I concluded that Gūeros’ ambivalent juxtaposition of 
occupation versus movement in the city forces reveals these phenomena as human 
necessities whose dialectical entanglement is expressed through the overlapping realities 
of Mexico City and the utopian commune of the Ciudad Universitaria. If we move 
beyond the city, however, the phenomena of the trip and the commune can also be 
expressed as the need for the poetic and interpretative encounter with “ese sentimiento,” 
and the need for collective access to the material resources produced through territorial 
enclosures of space. In addition to forming Güeros’ central dialectical tension, these two 
needs also form the basis for what the Marxist utopian theorist Ernst Bloch calls the 
fundamental issues of the “Self-problem” and the “We-problem.” Toward the end of The 
Spirit of Utopia, Bloch argues that the articulation of the “Self-problem” and the “We-
problem,” and the elucidation of their relationship, “is the ultimate basic principle of 
utopian philosophy” (206).  
 Bloch begins his argument by sketching out what he believes are the two features 
of the figure of utopia, the Self and the We. The relationship posited between these two 
features is Bloch’s contention that the self-encounter is the natural and universal human 
turn inward. This turn produces a language of the deep self, a contemplation of the self as 
it exists, and as what it could become. As a result, this inwardness discloses the world of 
the soul as a world that is simultaneously real and potential, and leads to the 
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contemplation of latent potentialities in the external world, including the potential for 
future communities. Thus rather than posing the question of utopia as two separate 
questions of the soul and the world, Bloch finds these concepts inextricable from one 
another (Spirit 3). 
 To further elucidate his theory, Bloch introduces his concept of “the darkness of 
the lived moment,” which he describes as the state of “being-unfamiliar-to-ourselves” 
because we “live … ourselves, but we do not ‘experience’ … ourselves” (Spirit 200, 
191). For Bloch, experience is how we retrospectively interpret what we have lived 
previously. The temporal paradox of being unable to experience ourselves gives rise to a 
hope which points to the future. This hope, which points to the future intuition of “some 
demystification, some nameless, uniquely right fulfillment,” is a hope whose vague 
nature is its defining characteristic (Spirit 191). But this vagueness is given shape through 
his concept of the “not-yet-conscious,” a “state of presentiment” regarding “our life, our 
future, the just lived moment and the lighting of its darkness” (Spirit 193-4). As he 
reaches for an ontology of this prescient state, Bloch describes the deepest characteristic 
of the not-yet-conscious as the “condition of amazement” (Spirit 196).  
 As an astute dialectician, Bloch posits a “reciprocal connection” between the 
condition of amazement and the darkness of the lived moment (Spirit 202). Our inability 
to apprehend the experience of the lived moment shapes and is constitutive of the state of 
amazement at the unknown. Moreover, the dialectical relation between darkness and 
amazement discloses the utopian question of the We within the question of the self. 
Solipsism is an illusion, precisely because the distinction between living and 
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experiencing complicates the business of talking about the Self just as much as it 
complicates discussions of the We. Thus the logic of the human becoming, who is 
constantly in a state of navigating the darkness of the present, interpreting previously 
lived moments, and imagining a future in amazement at the possibility of the unknown, 
can be extended to a We or a utopian community perpetually in a state of becoming as 
well (Spirit 202).  
Bloch’s exegesis of the not-yet illuminates our discussion of the political question 
in Bartleby, and its translation in Gūeros. Bartleby’s demands are never articulated. His 
strike, and his vision of the world that could be, are thus elongated in a state of perpetual 
becoming. Gūeros’ use of cinematic space to articulate its refusal to accept the neoliberal 
injunction against imagining other utopian worlds, and its refusal to accept neoliberal 
divisions of urban life, pushes the question of the not-yet to the forefront. We have not 
yet realized the full utopian potential of intellectuals and artists engaged in mass cultural 
projects of solidarity. We have not yet fully rebuilt our urban spaces to ensure all humans 
have the right to flourish, materially and poetically, in the city. Bloch’s understanding of 
becoming is particularly illustrative here, as it extends beyond the ontological to the 
ontic. Bloch strives for a philosophical account of the existence of potentiality in the 
actual, external world. To this end, he critiques the concept of Will as an all-
encompassing totality because it can neither account for the potentiality implied by 
becoming, nor the not-yet-ness implied by darkness and amazement. This line of thinking 
allows Bloch to imagine utopia not as a separate world that will replace or supplement 
the actually existing world, but rather as a metaphysical impulse, as an “unresolved 
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utopian tension” pulsing and coursing through the “entire world process” (Spirit 228, 
227). It is for this reason that Peter Thompson describes Bloch’s iconoclastic conception 
of utopia as “processual and auto-poietic,” as opposed to conventional utopian 
imaginaries based on a “reified and programmatic blueprint” (83). In this description of 
Bloch’s thought, Thompson sheds light on Sombra’s claim that the true expression of the 
utopian feeling the creative act of poetic interpretation, understood as an act embedded 
within the dialectics of motion and stasis through space.  
 But Bloch’s work on utopia is also illuminates questions of historicity under 
neoliberalism. Bloch’s processual conception of utopia dialectically binds the question of 
space to the question of time. Thus, the film’s internal Bartleby logic of being “en huelga 
de la huelga” also enacts a refusal to accept the neoliberal construct of “The End of 
History.” Instead, Güeros stages a journey through the space time of Mexico City to 
restore potentiality to a forgotten avatar of Mexican rock’s utopian promise. 
Simultaneously, the film stages a parallel journey through the space time of the UNAM 
commune to restore potentiality to utopian promise of the democratic control of resources 
and educational institutions. Both of these journeys also restore a sense of motion to a 
history that the neoliberal revolution endeavored to bring to a halt. Güeros thus explores 
the dialectical relation between the external space of the world, and the internal 
experience of time, as the broken linkage of two visions of utopia in Mexico City during 
a mature phase of neoliberalism. Moreover, the film presents this severed bond as the 
handiwork of the neoliberal age, an era that imposes a version of history in which humans 
have achieved their teleological fulfillment.  
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 But there is also another register of the historical question in Gūeros that we can 
tease out through Bloch’s concept of utopia. His thinking on the darkness of the lived 
moment leads him to conclude that what we imagine as life is nothing more than our 
reflection upon a series of lived moments onto which we retrospectively project meaning 
and order. Partly this is due to how humans tend to conceive of the past “as a world of the 
no-longer-conscious, as a world independent of the experiential, apprehending subject” 
(Spirit 199). If our own pasts seem to us as existing in a world beyond subjectivity, then 
the work of history constructs the past as “succession of effective units, albeit merely 
lining them up” (Spirit 199). Although Bloch acknowledges that this mode of studying 
history does yield knowledge, he emphasizes that a desubjectified history, a history 
which walls off the past from subjectivity and uses spatiality as the singular marker of 
simultaneity, can only offer incomplete knowledge. Traditional conceptions of history 
foreclose upon the possibility of an analysis of the lingering presence of the past on the 
present, and the ways in which humans, through their partial, failed, and incomplete 
utopias, strive through the darkness toward the future. For Bloch, the philosophy of 
history is the sole discipline which can truly shed light on the utopian impulse by 
dispensing with traditional conceptions of space and time. Here it is worth unpacking a 
lengthy passage on Bloch’s utopian dialectics of space time: 
Only the philosophy of history, also reviving what was, utopically overhauling it, 
places time, the intuitive form, the operative sphere of active life, at the center; 
and as for the concept of hope, of the philosophy of value, when it recognizes a 
stiller kind of simultaneity, a “spatiality” of ensembles, shapes, categories, 
spheres, these are all finally centered around the true simultaneity, around the far-
near “inner space” of absolute life and existential disclosure, where the Now first 
brightens. Because however the Is, the Now, or – the actualization is already so 
difficult to see experientially or inspect scientifically. … What thus lies midway 
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between memory and prophecy … is … the flowing, partial correlation of 
consciousness to itself as experiential reality, a sheer, blind, self-absorbed, 
indirect being-affected, a dark island where nonetheless not only the entire 
impetus of the movement of the world, but, after movement stops, arrests itself, in 
other words after its conciliation, the true condition of being, the true reality and 
logicity of the world seems to be hidden. (Spirit 200)  
 
 Essentially, if we accept that we are all in the process of our own becoming, and 
can only incompletely assess our experience of the present, and if our becoming always 
points toward the future, interpreting the past through a lens which reifies what was and 
reifies the space of the present will never disclose the historical truth about ourselves and 
our world. Any history must account for the “true simultaneity” of past events, as even 
their partial apprehension occurs in a present that both slips into the past and presses into 
the future. Given that Bloch argues we cannot ever fully hope to make total sense of the 
experience of the present, we must resubjectivize our encounters with history in such a 
way that points toward the unknown, the new, and the not-yet. Conventional 
retrospective histories inform us of events and their meaning, while also papering over 
the darkness of the moment in which they occurred, and the moment of their 
interpretation. If, as Bloch maintains, the world, its individuals and collectives, are 
expressions of the impulse of hope and utopia coursing through the world process toward 
the unknown in the future, accounts of the past must address the utopian promises of the 
past that continue to push our sense of historical possibility into the domain of the not-
yet.   
 It is along these lines of striving to understand the events of the past in the 
darkness of their own becoming that we can understand the philosophy of history 
expressed in Güeros. Instead of thinking about the student strikers as repetition of their 
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1968 counterparts, whose comparatively modest demands on the state reflect the 
shrinking window of political possibilities in the neoliberal era or an internalized fear of 
state repression, Bloch’s ideas challenge us to rethink the relationship between 1968 and 
1999 presented in the film. When Sombra reminds Ana that his mother was not at the 
UNAM in 1968 and therefore cannot fully understand the student strike, beyond pointing 
out the way in which class differences can affect historical interpretation, Sombra implies 
the 1999 strike is a sort of reprisal of the ’68 student movement. But if the film’s 
counterproposal to the strike – the trip to find Epigmenio Cruz – can also be considered 
within this historico-philosophical framework, it is impossible to interpret the trip as the 
groups’ unspoken realization that the failed utopian movements of the past cannot be 
repeated, because Epigmenio Cruz himself is a relic of the shipwrecked utopian promise 
of rock music from the very same era.  
The phantasmal presence of the ’68 student movement and the ebullient and 
rebellious energy of rock and roll haunt the film’s 1999 world. Further intensified by the 
black and white aesthetic, this spectrality reveals Güeros as a film that is not so much 
about the 1999 strike, as it is about the poetic and interpretative act of creating historical 
ligatures between the utopian potentialities of different eras that have not yet exhausted 
their ability to inform acts of world building. Indeed, the film’s confused temporality is 
not just a self-referential cleverness, but a mode of directing attention to the way it 
represents the subjective within the historical. A fleeting but telling moment demonstrates 
the film’s complex historicity. When Ana, Sombra, Tomás and Santos arrive at the movie 
premiere, the camera captures a conversation between the director and his friends about 
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the image of Mexico being exported via film to the Global North. For the briefest of 
moments, the camera pans to several other premiere attendees. Although it barely 
registers with the spectator, in part due to the brevity of the shot, these attendees are 
ignoring the conversation, absorbed by whatever is happening on the screens of their 
smartphones (1:08:30-1:08:40). Up until this point, the film’s events have been presented 
as a straightforward narrative set in the past of 1999. But, of course, smart phones did not 
exist even in their most rudimentary form back in 1999. This shot then effectuates a 
rupture in the temporal structure of the film, dislocating the events and the spectator in 
time. As such, Güeros must be interpreted not as a film about 1999. Rather, it is a film 
engaged in the Blochian task of contemplating what the Mexican student movements of 
1968 and 1999 mean today, and what they will mean in the future, from a perspective that 
acknowledges the subjective darkness surrounding those previous moments. Thus we can 
reread the film’s purported historicity a representation of how the violence at Tlatelolco 
Plaza, how the end of the 1999 strike, and how the failure of rock music to create an 
enduring politicized cultural experience based on solidarity, are but partial expressions of 
the utopian process at different historical junctures.  
It is important to stress here that Bloch’s vision of utopia as a process should not 
be thought of as a totalizing conception of the world hurtling toward some preordained 
teleological fulfillment. On the contrary, Bloch’s utopia as a metaphysical impulse, of 
which human beings are both expressions and agents. Yet Bloch concedes that this 
impulse may or may not become concrete. The relationship between the human being as 
agent, and as part of the ontic reality of the world, is a key node of Thompson’s reading 
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of what he calls the “metaphysics of contingency” in Bloch’s work (97). Taking the 
darkness of the lived moment as a point of departure, Thompson points out that in Bloch, 
the human being is not yet an “unbarred subject,” capable of making sense of his 
phenomenal reality (85). Nonetheless, even in the acknowledgement that there are 
obstacles to our apprehension of reality, Bloch contends that the human being remains a 
“potentially unbarred subject” (Thompson 85). If the human being is both an objective 
material (ontic) reality and a subject laced with latent potential for a fuller understanding 
of the world, then the world is also, like the subject, “an Other in the process of becoming 
itself” (85).   
Thompson then extends the logic of the potential within the subject to the 
question of events in the world and their contingency upon one another. In order to 
explain the dialectic at play in Bloch’s concept of the not-yet, Thompson discusses the 
key terms of Aristotle’s concepts of potentiality: the dynámei on (“that which might 
become possible”) and the kata to dynaton (“that which is possible”) (92). The dynámei 
on, that which might become possible, but for which it is impossible to imagine the 
conditions of its materialization, transcends the kata to dynaton, in that it points to and 
can go beyond what can presently apprehend as possible. But, at any given moment, the 
dynámei on is circumscribed by what is possible in the moment, which, ultimately, will 
change as events unfold. This is why Thompson argues the philosophical concept of 
contingency is central to Bloch’s dialectical thinking on potentiality and the not yet. In 
his thinking through the tension of being and non-being, Bloch maintains a dialectical 
analysis of becoming that is not teleologically charged. In other words, becoming is not 
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the ultimate preordained outcome of the dialectical tension, but rather is contained within 
the dialectic as a reserved potential, both an “immanent remainder and incorporated 
surplus” (Thompson 93).  
Becoming is always already postponed. It is always already not yet. But becoming 
is not a telos, but rather a reserved potentiality in the tension between being and non-
being. This notion has important implications for our understanding of historical events. 
If different possible configurations of the world have not yet finished the process of their 
own becoming, Bloch’s logic of potentiality forces us to admit that what is possible, and 
what might become possible, were previously mere potentialities, contingent upon 
previous events, and therefore contain elements of the void of their own becoming. The 
darkness of the lived moment means that any event we attempt to understand or 
experience is always distorted by the non-linear not-yet-ness of the past, present, and 
future of this event. The contingency of all events reminds us of the potentialities 
contained in our own infinitely contingent moment, and pushes back against reified 
interpretations of causality: “it is only retrospectively that we impose a pattern on this 
contingency. We interpret the contents of the snapshot only after it has been taken” 
(Thompson 97).  Thus the event itself is the product of myriad contingencies, but its 
truth, what it means for us, emerges through a process of interpretation that is also bound 
up in a multiplicity of contingencies. As such, Thompson argues that Bloch’s utopia is 
both already a potential contained in our ontic reality, and a not-yet complete process that 
is contingent upon other events (99).  
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Bloch’s concepts help us rethink the theoretical resonance of Bartleby as a figure 
whose perpetual deferral of his task pushes the act of writing onto the temporal plane of 
not yet occurred, much as the apparatus of cinema in Güeros’ pushes Epigmenio’s music, 
and Sombra’s first step into the masses, into the realm of the potential. For Agamben, 
Melville’s scribe who prefers not to act represents the philosophical concept of pure 
potentiality. Bartleby is fully capable of writing, a figure for whom “a Nothing alone now 
separates from the act of creation” (247).  Agamben also follows Aristotle’s thinking on 
potentiality and concludes that Bartleby’s mode of being is not that of a scribe who 
simply does not write. Rather, the key feature of a potentiality is that it must reserve for 
itself the potential not to be (245). Thus Agamben views Bartleby as a figure who 
reserves for himself the potential to be (or do), as much as he reserves for himself the 
potential not to be (or not to do).  
Here it is possible to view the linkage between potentiality and contingency. If 
Bartleby’s mode of being yields insights into the nature of potentiality through his limbo-
like and indifferent interstitial existence between Being and Nothing, it is also possible to 
consider him as a figure with a relationship to the event of writing. Conventional logic 
surrounding the notion of the event would hold that an event can only either occur or not 
occur. But by defining necessity as that which “cannot not be,” and contingency as that 
which “can not be,” the “experiment” that Bartleby conducts “threatens” the sense of 
absolute contingency in which an event must either occur or not occur (Agamben 261). 
This threat exisits because the concepts of necessity and contingency furnish different 
prisms through which to analyze the concept of the event. Agamben deduces that while it 
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is necessary for the event of writing to either occur or not occur, it is not necessary and 
only contingent that the event of writing occur. Likewise, it is not necessary and only 
contingent that the event of writing not occur. What he is getting at through this tangle of 
logic is that, contingency “coincides with the domain of human freedom in its opposition 
to necessity” (261). 
Bartleby’s embodiment of potentiality, then, demonstrates his relation to being 
and non-being, while his embodiment of contingency demonstrates his relation to the 
occurrence, or nonoccurrence, of the event of writing. Sombra occupies a similar 
position, as he announces the utopian potential of the act of poetic interpretation, while 
exploring the spatial and temporal contingencies of the commune and the megalopolis in 
which the poetic act inheres. By announcing his preference to not perform the tasks with 
which he is charged, Bartleby forces his boss to consider how the necessary truth of 
“Bartleby-will-write-or-will-not-write” as a whole has no bearing on his contingent 
decision to act freely. Here Agamben likens Bartleby’s experiment to an act of 
remembrance: 
Remembrance restores possibility to the past, making what happened incomplete 
and completing what never was. Remembrance is neither what happened nor did 
not happen, but, rather, their potentialization, their becoming possible once again. 
It is in this sense that Bartleby calls the past into question, re-calling it – not 
simply to redeem what was, to make it exist again, but, more precisely, to consign 
it once again to potentiality, to the indifferent truth of the tautology. ‘I would 
prefer not to’ is the restitutio ad integrum of possibility, which keeps possibility 
suspended between occurrence and nonoccurrence, between the capacity to be 
and not to be. (267)  
 
When Bartleby writes, the event of his writing marks the passage of a potential thought or 
act of intellect into actuality, and a contingent event has occurred. The suspension of the 
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act of writing, and his announcement of his preference for not-writing, recalls previous 
acts of writing as purely volitional. This remembrance underscores and restores the 
potential for these events not to have occurred. Agamben calls the restoration of 
potentiality and impotentiality in the past instantiated by Bartleby’s suspension of his 
writing an act of “decreation in which what happened and what did not happen are 
returned to their originary unity” (270). The corollary lessons of “a politics of Bartleby” 
to the philosophical lessons of Bartleby’s act of decreation show us, according to Slavoj 
Žižek, “how we pass from the politics of ‘resistance’ or ‘protestation’, which parasitizes 
upon what it negates, to a politics which opens up a new space outside the hegemonic 
position and its negation” (393).  
 Gūeros’ formula of being “en huelga de la huelga” expresses new ways of 
thinking about the contingent event and the potentiality of the past. For one, we can 
consider the group effort to track down Epigmenio Cruz an expression of a utopian 
impulse whose ontological existence hovers between the self-sacrifice of revolutionary 
consciousness, and the pursuit of poetic acts of creation and interpretation – “ese 
sentimiento.” But reading the film as a cinematic enacting of Bartleby’s refusal forces us 
to consider the film’s portrayal of Sombra’s group and the student strikers as living in a 
historically distended Blochian present. The reified interpretations of the student 
movements of 1968 and 1999 which, either for or against, hold that the events occurred 
and ceased to be, are decreated in the philosophical politics of being on strike from a 
strike. The surface-level presentation of the events of the 1999 student strike as a reprisal 
of the spirit of 1968 gives way to a restoration of potential to the past. The film’s self-
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referential remembrance of the events of 1968 and 1999 are enacted through a camera 
lens tinted by the possibility of being on strike from the strike. In other words, the film 
remembers that these student movements – and their ultimate historical significane –  are 
still in a state of becoming. The film’s great void – the many scenes in which 
Epigmenio’s music is being played, but during which the spectator is denied the ability to 
hear the music – restores potentiality to culture, as a partial expression of utopia, to 
generate a shared sensibility that could give rise to disruptive events constitutive of a new 
political order.  
In addition to these political-philosophical concerns, Gūeros outlines a utopian 
political praxis within the space of Mexico City. The film’s presentation of occupying the 
commune. and free motorized flanerie in the city, suggest that in the not yet existing city 
of the future, citizens must demand the “condition of amazement” as a fundamental 
necessity within the polis. Finally, the film’s utopian politics demonstrate that the cultural 
task of the late neoliberal era is to imagine the kind of Mexico City that could emerge out 
of a disruptive event in the future, an event charged once again with the incomplete 









 In The Age of Revolution (1962), Eric Hobsbawm analyzes the unprecedented 
transformations that swept the world in the wake of the ‘dual revolutions’ of late 
eighteenth-century England and France. In their contradictory, uneven spread across the 
globe, the Industrial Revolution and the French Revolution upended the social, material, 
and ideological terrains of aristocratic orders. Never before had the world witnessed such 
a dramatic increase in economic output. Never before had so many felt it was their right 
to participate in the exercise of political authority. As a consequence of these glimpses of 
a new order, Hobsbawm argues that “we can forgive the champions of progress in the 
1840s their confidence,” because modernity widely seen as an era of enormous 
possibility (298). Across the ideological spectrum, those who vehemently debated the 
ingenuity or exploitative nature of the emergent systems could nonetheless agree “that 
human life faced a prospect of material improvement to equal the advance in man’s 
control over the forces of nature” (Hobsbawm 299). And yet, for the vast majority, the 
promise of these revolutions stood in stark contrast to their own lives. The material 
privations of modernity led them to imagine a different economy which provided for all, 
and a different democracy, more substantive than its bourgeois instantiation. Hobsbawm 
closes his book by considering these visions as a historical force in their own right. For a 
segment of the masses, he claims, “the great of that bitter world in which they lived, and 
their dream of a new and better world, gave their desperation eyes and a purpose” (305). 
Ethereal, idealistic, and conflictual as they were, these dreams proved pivotal in the 
explosion of revolution across Europe in 1848.  
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 The complex interplay between the first crisis of capitalism, and masses of 
impoverished people who saw in the French Revolution of 1789 proof of their political 
agency, contributed to the tipping point of revolt in 1848. But taking Hobsbawm’s 
argument seriously would require us to view the doomed revolutions of 1848 as more 
than just social revolutions, sparked by a material conditions. The spread of rebellion was 
also nourished by dreams of a different tomorrow. They were, in other words, more than 
the birth pangs of a nascent modernity. They were also expressions of the utopian 
impulse to rebuild the world across space and time. Although we can detect the presence 
of utopian dreams as historical force at play in the outbreak of other revolutions in the 
19th and 20th century, including the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), for Susan Buck-
Morss, the true purchase of the concept of utopia in the modern era lies in the dreams of 
mass utopia – of consumption and production – that underwrote the ideologies of the 
USA and the USSR during the Cold War. Thus for Buck-Morss, one of the great 
tragedies of the post-Cold War era has been the conversion of the dream of mass utopia 
into a “rusty idea” (x). For many, the triumph of the neoliberal revolution has elicited an 
abiding resignation to the notion that a political economy in which all can participate and 
prosper is impossible. The only feasible project is to compete in the market as 
aggressively as possible to secure whatever modicum of individual affluence is available. 
Yet Buck-Morss’ analysis of the bygone dreamworlds of mass utopia focused on the 
erosion of these ideals in the First and Second worlds after 1989. What is the political and 
cultural relevance of utopia in a non-revolutionary era? How have the unique experiences 
of the Global South, the testing ground for the economic and political architecture of the 
258 
 
prevailing global order, affected the development and relevance of utopian dreams as a 
historical force? 
 This dissertation examined recent work by Mexican intellectuals whose cultural 
production evinces dreams of a better world during the neoliberal era. In doing so, it has 
studied the historical and geographical impacts of the complex interactions between 
dreams and reality in post-1980 Mexico. The concept of utopia, understood as non-
normative, imagined, and actual attempts to build a new world across time and space, has 
been a revealing theoretical lens for studying neoliberalism and its discontents in Mexico. 
Like Hobsbawm’s analysis of clashing narratives of progress and hopes for a better world 
at the dawn of modernity, my conception of utopia allows us to understand the 
conceptual and historical force of neoliberal ideas, and those of emergent alternative 
visions of the world more deeply. Mexico is a key case study of the impact of 
neoliberalism. Its position in the global economy of the 1980s led to its radical 
transformation by technocrats inspired by neoliberal ideas. The diverse critiques and 
projections of alternative possibilities I studied constitute a cross-section of the anti-
neoliberal utopian imaginary in Mexico. I focused on an exploration of the aesthetic and 
theoretical resonances of Mexico’s twentieth-century student movements in relation to 
urban space. These movements left behind archives of utopian thought and images of 
possible cities which could emerge from novel historical processes.  
 In the first chapter, I analyzed how Roberto Bolaño depicts Auxilio Lacouture’s 
traumatic experiences as a witness of Mexico’s state violence against the 1968 student-
popular movement by fusing literary and historical narrative with the film aesthetics of 
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montage and the long shot. By emphasizing how the transformation of events into history 
is mediated by visual conceptions of time and space inherited from cinema, Bolaño 
exposes how influential visual historiographies of Mexico’s 1968 are shaped by genre 
conventions of horror film. Yet Bolaño also explores the political potential of an 
alternative visual mode of conceiving history inflected by science-fiction film. Through 
his blending of historical narrative and media aesthetics, Bolaño reaffirms that there is a 
choice between the vision of a future closed to radical change enacted by the morbid 
historical gaze, and visions of a future that remains open, imaginable through the science-
fiction historical gaze. The contrast between these two gazes provided an entry into the 
broader current of utopian pessimism in Bolaño’s thought. Tracing the eruption and 
failures of utopian realignments of time and space through the Paris Commune, 
Estridentópolis, and the Infrarrealista movement within Bolaño’s utopian imaginary 
disclosed how, in his eyes, horror and sci-fi always exist as the twin potentials for 
disaster and utopia within history. Yet in his understanding that the emergence of utopia 
is never assured, Bolaño was also able to stare down the horrors of his era and assert that 
the potential for catastrophe is likewise never guaranteed. For Bolaño, knowing that the 
potential for horror exists, and setting out on the utopian journey anyways, is an aesthetic 
and political gesture which maintains the openness of the future.  
 In the second chapter, I argued that Eduardo Ruiz Sosa’s novel Anatomía de la 
memoria deploys a novel method of visualizing ruins which revitalizes these spaces by 
endowing them with collective memories. Many of the characters in his novel are former 
members of a failed student guerrilla movement in the 1970s. Many of them continue to 
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suffer as victims of the Mexico’s sovereignty crisis as drug cartels challenge the Mexican 
state’s monopoly of legitimate violence. But all of the characters in this novel are deeply 
afflicted by the rampant social neglect and the spatial and historical dislocations of the 
neoliberal era. I argue that as Ruiz Sosa’s main character Estiarte Salomón researches an 
oral history of the Enfermo guerrilla movement, he establishes homologies between 
memory and history and the ruin and the cemetery. In doing so, Ruiz Sosa explores how 
veneration of memories and ruins can lead to destructive psychological and social 
practices of attempting to resurrect the dead. Similarly, resignation to the idea that the 
physical absence of the dead eliminates all possibilities of redeeming them evacuates the 
discourse of history, and the production of social space, of its potentiality for alternative 
configurations. Resisting both of these impulses, Ruiz Sosa evinces a politicized form of 
mourning which oscillates between dialectical utopian modes of seeing bodies and cities 
in a state of becoming, and non-visual utopian modes which suspend this dialectic to 
welcome the spectral textual presence of the dead. Read in conjunction with Natalia 
Almada’s critical yet hopeful exploration of the opulent necropolis in Culiacán, and Juan 
Rulfo’s haunting portrayal of the catastrophic destruction of Comala, Ruiz Sosa’s utopian 
vision pays tribute to the dead by reaffirming that the violence which befell them was not 
inevitable, and that it need not recur in the future.  
 The third chapter focused on Alonso Ruizpalacios’ exploration of the utopian 
dynamics of movement and stasis in his film on the 1999-2000 UNAM strike, Güeros. I 
claimed that Ruizpalacios infuses his characters with the spirit of Herman Melville’s 
Bartleby to stage a series of cinematic refusals. The ways in which the characters of this 
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film resist the political dichotomies they confront allows Ruizpalacios to enact a critical 
examination of the cultural, historical, and geographic relations which underlie the deeply 
circumscribed domain of the political in the neoliberal era. Through indexical and 
allusive citations of David Alfaro Siqueiros’ and Luis Buñuel’s works, Ruizpalacios’ 
protagonists refuse attempts to both canonize or completely abandon projects of mass 
culture which hoped to inculcate solidarity. Via analysis of the film’s references to the 
work of José Martí and Karl Marx, I argued that Güeros refuses to submit to the 
neoliberal injunction against imagining alternative worlds, while simultaneously refusing 
to endorse paternalistic and hostile attitudes toward the dispossessed underclasses which 
can be found in the ideas of these nineteenth-century intellectuals who did articulate 
utopian projects. Furthermore, by depicting his protagonists as caught between the 
energies of radical communitarian politics at the UNAM occupation, and the allure of 
poetic encounters with the unexpected during a Mexico City road trip to track down rock 
legend Epigmenio Cruz, Ruizpalacios uses the mechanism of cinema to enact yet another 
refusal. Contrasting the soundtrack of boleros and early commercial rock with the absent 
sounds of Epigmenio’s post-Onda music, Güeros effectuates visual and sonic 
anachronisms which insist that Epigmenio’s music, as a utopian force, remains a 
historical potentiality. In a parallel fashion, the contrast of the occupation of the urban 
microcosm of the Ciudad Universitaria, with the elements of poetic flânerie and 
frustration in the megalopolis, allow Ruizpalacios to present a vision of the how 
movement and stasis throughout space and time restore utopian potentiality to our cities 
and our history.  
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 The commonalities across my readings shed light on the relevance of utopia as 
mode of reopening history and geography to alternative visions in the neoliberal era. For 
one, each of the thinkers studied expresses their version of utopianism by mixing visual 
media and non-visual aesthetics. Bolaño’s invocation of the utopian potential of the 
science fiction genre, combined with his incorporation of the filmic language of the long 
shot, converge in an intuitive method of probing and narrating the duration and flow of a 
present into an open future, beyond extant ideologically-shaded historical frames. Ruiz 
Sosa’s revitalization of ruin vision allows his protagonist to contemplate bodily and urban 
destruction as proof of the mutability of historical social and spatial relations, while 
developing a method of writing history which allows the ghosts of the past to speak. 
Through the aural and visual worlds he builds on screen, Ruizpalacios creates and 
deconstructs a series of false dichotomies related to movement and stasis, thus restoring 
motion and potentiality to a history arrested within neoliberal teleology, while reasserting 
the utopian urban right to contingent encounters. These three intellectuals also deploy 
creative discourses of history toward utopian ends. Bolaño uses the science fiction tropes 
of time travel, the forms of the oral history and testimony, and a mix of narrative and the 
aesthetics of double-exposure photography to convey a version of history which retains 
the potential for horror while emphasizing the unknown and potentially utopian nature of 
the future. Ruiz Sosa’s recursive, polyphonic, and delirious novel also features the form 
of the oral history as a method of cataloguing the memories and ephemera of the dead 
and the left behind to form a spectral counterpoint to hegemonic interpretations of 
historical reality which questions the truth claims of these interpretations. Ruizpalacios 
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leverages the technology of cinema to enact jarring anachronisms between the sound and 
images unfurling on the screen so as to situate his spectator in a disrupted temporality 
where shifts in geographic and historical understandings of our world restore potential to 
the revised utopianisms of the past.  
If my philosophy of history has been rooted in the concepts of potentiality and 
contingency, it is partly because the figure of the student can be thought of as an 
incarnation of these metaphysical principles. Not only were Mexico’s twentieth-century 
student movements powerful mobilizations which repeatedly demanded a new world, 
students themselves are avatars of potential, their education a period of gestation and 
becoming. As a subset of youth, students also embody a section of society’s contingent 
hopes for the future. Beyond metaphysics, these intellectuals portray the social dimension 
of their students in a strange but instructive light. Each work depicts their radical students 
in a dual embodiment. On the one hand, they are presented as reincarnations in the 
neoliberal era of the utopian impulses which impelled their historical movements. On the 
other, the protagonists of these texts are presented as operating on the fringes of these 
student movements, dislocated in time and space, and always on the brink of material 
destitution. In this dual social embodiment, students exist in the utopian imaginaries of 
these intellectuals as an index of a key concern of the neoliberal era: what to do with 
people cast aside in the churn of the global economy. Thus Irmgard Emmelhainz traces 
the particular anxiety in neoliberal Mexico over the so-called ‘NiNis,’ those who ‘ni 
estudian, ni trabajan,’ as a potential concern for the stability of the economy and a 
potential disruption to the political order (35). Two decades prior to her analysis, 
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Subcomandante Marcos already identified a novel epiphenomenon of neoliberal reform 
in the Mexican countryside that he called “depopulation,” which “consists of detaching 
all those who are useless to the new market economy (as are the indigenous)” from their 
traditional ways of life (“Seven Loose Pieces” 260). Michel Feher echoes these two 
thinkers by describing how the original ideal neoliberal conception of the individual as 
entrepreneur has mutated in the widespread reimagining of the ideal individual as 
portfolio manager, resulting in a general tendency to displace, isolate, and liquidate 
individuals deemed unworthy of credit and unable to accumulate capital (148-49). In the 
slippage between the metaphysical conception of the student as embodying potentiality 
and contingency, and the social conception of the student as caught between future 
educated worker and future member of a global precariat, the intellectuals I studied locate 
the possibility of a political utopianism in the student as a potential revolutionary actor, 
and a personification of hope for the future.  
The themes explored in this dissertation offer ample room for expansion and 
suggest productive avenues for further study. As this study focuses on the relationship 
between Mexican utopianism, students, and urban space, subsequent research should 
focus on comparisons with Mexico’s rural and campesino utopian imaginaries, a topic 
explored in texts such as Adolfo Gilly’s historical work on the Morelos commune in La 
revolución interrumpida (1971), and Carlos Montemayor’s treatment of Lucío Cabañas’ 
rural guerrilla campaign in his novel Guerra en el paraíso (1991). While I occasionally 
engaged with the thoughts of the erudite neo-Zapatista leader Subcomandante Marcos, 
further investigation of Mexican utopianism should delve into the impact of indigenous 
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cosmology of utopian conceptions of time and space, the powerful forms of indigenous 
organizing to resist neoliberal disruptions, and the lens of indigeneity critiquing the social 
and racial blind spots of existent utopian imaginaries. The same is true for work in the 
field of Afro-Mexican studies. While I drew heavily from the work of Susan Buck-
Morss, Sayak Valencia, and Irmgard Emmelhainz, among others, the principal thinkers 
studied are all men. Given that Valencia, Emmelhainz, and Leslie Salzinger have 
persuasively argued that in both the Mexican and global contexts, feminist critique offers 
an inimitable lens to expose and dismantle the problematic masculinities contained within 
the subjectivities that mutate out of the neoliberal homo ɶconomicus, deeper research 
into Mexico’s anti-neoliberal and feminist utopianisms are essential. Hopefully this 
project represents one example of many subsequent efforts to theorize neoliberalism’s 
colonization of our geographic and historical imaginaries, and to study the rich and 
diverse traditions of Mexican and other Global South utopianisms which imagine 
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